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Chapter 1
 
“I won’t let you seduce Baron Dutraad,” Maklavir said under his breath. “You’re my wife, for Eru’s sake.”
“Oh, come on, Maklavir.” Kara brushed back her fiery red hair. Her eyes remained on the gaggle of nobles and aristocrats that crowded the great hall. “It’s the easiest way to get into his bedroom. You saw how he was flirting with me.”
Maklavir flipped back his red cape, and rubbed anxiously at his clean-shaven face. He glanced out the window at the swirling snow. “It just seems so…improper.”
Kara snickered. “Improper? You’re joking, right? Tuldor’s beard, Maklavir, you’ve had a different girl in every town we’ve—”
“Why, hello Lady Anaren,” Maklavir interrupted, giving a majestic bow. He kissed the hand of the plump woman who had just come up to them. “Such a delight to see you. I believe your husband is over by the tapestry. I hear dinner will be served soon. Such a delightful gathering, is it not?”
The noblewoman giggled pleasantly, then drifted off into the sea of guests. 
“Kendril said the Soulbinder would be close to Dutraad,” Kara hissed as soon as the woman was out of earshot. “The bedroom is the best bet. Seducing him is the easiest way to get inside.”
“It might not be in his room,” Maklavir returned quietly. The fake smile was still plastered on his face. “He might have it on him.”
“Well, then,” said Kara with a wry grin. “My plan kills two birds with one stone, doesn’t it?”
Maklavir shot her a cold glance. “I can’t believe you’re talking about this. We’ve been married less than a day.”
“Very funny.” Kara slipped her arm into Maklavir’s. Her eyes swept the crowded hall. “So who was that woman?” 
“Lady Anaren?”
“Not her. The dark-haired one with the amazing cleavage we met a few minutes ago?”
“Cleavage?” Maklavir cleared his throat. “I…hadn’t noticed.”
“Sure  you didn’t.” Kara pulled them both out into the room. The low rumble of conversation all around enveloped them. “Did you notice the necklace she was wearing around her neck? The jewel was beautiful. It was honey-colored, like—”
“Amber,” finished the diplomat with a frown. “Now why does that remind me of something?” He glanced nervously over his shoulder, as if expecting the dark-haired woman to reappear. “We didn’t even get her name, did we? There was something about her that struck me cold.”
“You mean the fact that she was coming on to you right in front of your wife?” Kara replied hotly.
Maklavir chuckled. “So it’s all right for you to be unfaithful, but not me?”
“Details, details.” Kara glanced up at the brilliant glow-globes that lit the massive hall. “Besides, for this to work you’ll have to distract Dutraad’s wife.”
Maklavir shuddered. “That seems almost cruel.”
Kara gave him a sidelong glance. “For you or for her?”
 “Both.” He lifted his head, his eyes narrowing. “At any rate, I don’t think it will be Lady Dutraad who will need distracting.”
Kara followed his glance.
There, across the expanse of the hall, Dutraad was laughing and talking loudly with a group of noblemen. 
The dark-haired woman stood nearby, her arm linked in Dutraad’s. She looked up at the Baron with admiration and fawning awe.
Kara squeezed Maklavir’s arm. “That rat!” she breathed. “How could he…poor Mina!”
Maklavir stopped and cocked an eyebrow at his lovely companion. “Let me get this straight. You’re angry at Dutraad for cheating on his wife, the same man, I might add, who you were planning to seduce, and whose wife you wanted me to show romantic interest in as a diversion?”
Kara puckered her face. “It’s still not right.”
Maklavir gave a half-shrug. “Chances are that Mina is aware of her husband’s mistress. She might even have encouraged the match. Remember, Kara, this is the upper class. Love and marriage are mutually exclusive concepts.”
The redhead pulled Maklavir closer to her. “Well, we’re going to be the exception. You’re not allowed to look at another woman here.”
“I see,” said Maklavir with a sour grin. “So now you don’t want me to flirt with any other women in order to preserve our pretend marriage? I am at your command, madam.”
Kara dug an elbow sharply into her friend’s side. “Remember, as soon as we find that Soulbinder we can get out of here. That’s the priority”
Maklavir looked around the hall, a sad expression on his face. “Yes, I know. That’s why we’re here, isn’t it?”
A chiming sound came echoing from the front of the hall.
Maklavir and Kara turned their heads at the noise. 
The dull roar of conversation in the hall slowly ground to a halt.
Dutraad put down the wineglass and silver fork he had been holding, then beamed at his guests. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he said with a flourish, “dinner is served.”
 
Joseph flattened up against the wall in the darkened hallway. From behind him came the noise of bustling servants down the stairs in the kitchen. “It has to be a coincidence. Or a different person. Maybe you—”
“I know who I saw,” Kendril snapped. “It was Bronwyn. The same woman who conspired with Lord Bathsby back in Llewyllan, the same one who killed the King and framed me for it—” He took a second to compose himself. “I found books on witchcraft in her room. I saw her casting a spell on Jade back in Balneth. She’s in league with the darker powers, the Seteru.”
Joseph looked over at the Ghostwalker. “So you’re saying there’s a woman here at Dutraad’s estate who is consorting with the same demons that the Soulbinder was designed to summon in the first place?” He glanced down the hall. “Ashes.”
“Now you’re seeing the problem.” Kendril reached under his vest and clasped his hand around the hilt of the dagger that he had hidden there. “This changes everything. Back in Balneth, Bronwyn was the one pulling the strings, not Bathsby. I should have seen it then. And now—”
“Now,” Joseph finished for his friend, “she’s pulling them again.” He rubbed a hand across his face. “You think she’s in league with Dutraad?”
Kendril pushed away from the wall. He looked cautiously down the empty hallway. “It makes sense, doesn’t it? If the Soulbinder’s involved, then so is Bronwyn. There’s no way that her being here is just happenstance.”
Joseph nodded. “Alright, so Bronwyn is here. That doesn’t really change anything, does it? We still need to retrieve the Soulbinder. Chances are it’s still somewhere here in the house, perhaps in Dutraad’s room—”
Kendril shook his head. “No, think. Bronwyn might have it herself, or at least have hidden it somewhere. Ashes, she might even have it on her.”
Joseph looked his friend in the eyes. “This simple little mission of ours seems to be getting rapidly out of control, isn’t it? Maybe we should signal the other Ghostwalkers and storm this place after all.”
Kendril bit his lip. “We can’t. Not yet. We still don’t know who has the Soulbinder, or where it is. If Bronwyn or Dutraad escape with it—” He let the sentence hang unfinished. “I already let the Soulbinder out of my hands once. I won’t let it happen again.”
“You only gave it up to save Maklavir’s life,” Joseph added.
“Don’t remind me,” Kendril said. 
Joseph smirked. “So what now?”
“Now,” said Kendril, his mind racing, “we need to find Tomas.”
 
The dining hall was huge, lit by hundreds of candles instead of the usual glow-globes that furnished light to the rest of the manor. Each candle was sheathed in a crystal sleeve that caused the light to sparkle and refract across the length of the hall like thousands of glittering snowflakes.
The long table itself was piled high with rich and savory foods of every description. There were platters of meat, pitchers of gravy, bowls of vegetables and exotic fruit imported all the way from the Spice Lands, as well as baskets filled with every conceivable variety of flenshi bun imaginable. Lines of house servants stood expectantly behind the chairs on either side of the long banquet table, ready to serve at a moment’s notice.
“About time,” Kara whispered, staring at the long table of food. “I’m starving.”
“Not too much,” Maklavir cautioned as they entered the room with the other guests. “Remember, a lady does not gorge herself.”
“Who made up that stupid rule?”
Maklavir glanced behind him, noticing the armed guards that lingered by the doorway leading back into the great hall. “We should find our seats. There should be place cards. And remember. Don’t take any food, regardless of how close it is to your place.”
“I know, I know,” Kara said with a roll of her eyes. “The servants will do all that for us. Eru forbid that any of these bluebloods should have to lift a finger for themselves.”
“Yes, well for the remainder of the evening you’re a blueblood, too,” Maklavir reminded the thief. He looked up and down the length of the room.
Guests were filing in, laughing and gossiping as they found their seats around the huge table.
“We’ll have to suffer through dinner, I’m afraid,” Maklavir said under his breath. “You can change for the ball afterwards, then slip out during all the dancing. Your absence will be less easily noticed that way.”
“I hope you’re right,” Kara said. Her eyes skipped over to a plate of steaming mutton. “I guess we’ll just have to suffer in the meantime.”
The two of them stopped by a place card on the table. 
“Here’s your name,” Kara commented. “But where’s mine?”
Maklavir opened his mouth.
“Lady Maklavir,” a soothing voice interrupted. “Surely you know that a husband and wife never sit next to each other at dinner party?”
They turned. 
The dark-haired woman approached them, one white hand slithering over the back of a nearby chair. She stopped by Maklavir’s spot and picked up the adjacent place card. “Well, Mr. Maklavir, it appears that I will have the distinct pleasure of your company tonight.”
Maklavir cleared his throat. “Ah, yes, Ms.—” he glanced down at her place card, trying to avoid staring at the girl’s swelling bosom, “Brionne.” He managed a smile. “It will be a pleasure, I am certain.”
“So…where exactly am I sitting?” asked Kara between clenched teeth. 
Brionne gave a coy look, then motioned with the edge of the place card towards a spot further down the table. “I believe I saw your name there, my dear. Next to General Ulinov and Sir Eregan.” She lowered her voice, her eyes twinkling. “I’d watch out. General Ulinov is quite the chatterbox, and Eregan…well, let’s just say that he certainly has an eye for the ladies.”
Kara gave Brionne a hateful glare. “Thanks for the warning.”
Brionne leaned forward, and slipped a lithe arm around Maklavir’s. “Enjoy your dinner, Lady Maklavir. I can’t wait to learn all about your husband.”
Kara looked over at Maklavir with desperation on her face.
The diplomat shrugged awkwardly. He gave Brionne an uncomfortable glance. “We’ll…see each other after dinner, Kara. At the dance.”
Brionne gave Kara a dismissive wink. “Until then.” She turned to Maklavir, and pulled him down into the chair. “Now, Mr. Maklavir, I have so much I want to ask you—”
Kara turned from the pair and stomped down to her place setting at the table. 
A obscenely fat man with a double chin, a monocle on one eye, and lanky gray hair folded over a nearly bald head looked up at her with delight as she approached. He got up out of his chair and gave a sweeping bow. 
“A pleasure, Lady Maklavir,” he rumbled.
Kara forced a smile onto her face, then sat down at the table.
 
“We need to contact the others.” Tomas turned from where the horses were stabled. “The situation has changed.”
“No,” said Kendril firmly. He shivered in the cold of the stable, glancing out the door at the falling snow outside. “Things have changed, but we still have the advantage. Bronwyn doesn’t know that we’re here.”
“How do you know that?” Tomas asked keenly.
“She didn’t see us,” Joseph put in. He shuddered himself as a slash of cold air swept through the cracks of the stable walls. “Kendril and I were hidden when we spotted her.”
“But she will see your two friends, if she hasn’t already,” Tomas insisted. His face darkened as he looked back at Kendril. “She’ll blow their cover.”
Kendril shook his head obstinately. “I don’t think so. I’ve been going over it in my mind. I don’t think Bronwyn ever met Kara or Maklavir back in Balneth. I doubt she will recognize them.”
“But they were in the same room together,” Joseph admitted. “At least Maklavir was. She might recognize him.”
“Doubtful,” snorted Kendril. He turned to the door, rubbing his arms against the chill of the snowy night.
“But there’s a chance?” asked Tomas. He gave the horse a pat. “We can’t risk it, Kendril. We need to summon the others, then—”
“Then what?” Kendril whirled, his eyes flashing fire. “Storm the house? Get into a pitched battle with Dutraad’s guards? And in all the confusion lose the Soulbinder?” He stepped face-to-face with the other Ghostwalker. “We can’t risk that, Tomas.”
“We don’t know where the Soulbinder is,” Tomas growled. “It could be anywhere in the house, for Eru’s sake.”
“All the more reason not to alert Dutraad to our presence. Give Kara and Maklavir a chance to search for it first.”
Tomas tossed back his head and gave Kendril a probing glance. “If we don’t act, and Bronwyn recognizes your friend Maklavir, then we’ll lose the Soulbinder too. Are you really willing to risk that?”
Kendril held up a finger. “Think it through. If Bronwyn is here, she’s involved with Dutraad. If she was going to recognize Maklavir, she would have done it by now, then alerted Dutraad and the house guards. She hasn’t.”
Tomas looked away, his face torn with indecision. “Alright, keep talking,” he said at last.
“Bronwyn complicates everything. She might have the Soulbinder, not Dutraad, and if she does we have no idea where she’s stashed it.”
Joseph peered out the door into the darkness, keeping watch in the estate’s yard. The stable was empty except for the three of them. “Is she staying here at Dutraad’s estate?” He glanced back inside the stable at the two Ghostwalkers. “She might have a room of her own.”
“We don’t know,” said Kendril. He paced back and forth between two stalls, his hands clenching agitatedly. “We need information.” He swung back around towards Joseph. “Maklavir said Kara would be changing before the ball, didn’t he?”
The grizzled scout nodded. “The white dress, remember? Apparently it’s traditional for these Candle Ice ceremonies.”
“Then she’ll be going back up to their room.”
Tomas narrowed his eyes. “What exactly are you thinking, Kendril?”
“We may not have the run of the house,” Kendril said, his eyes blazing with intensity as he spoke, “but we could rendezvous with Kara and Maklavir in their room.”
Joseph nodded slowly, catching the drift of Kendril’s thinking. “We could warn them about Bronwyn, tell them to keep their eyes open.”
“More than that,” Kendril breathed. “We need two things at once. We need Kara to search Dutraad’s room for the Soulbinder, and we need to get Bronwyn.”
Tomas crossed his arms, a doubtful look on his face. “Get Bronwyn? What exactly do you mean?”
Kendril looked over at his fellow Ghostwalker. “She knows where the Soulbinder is. I’d stake my life on it. We need to separate her from the party, capture her, then—” he paused, glancing self-consciously over in Joseph’s direction. “Interrogate her.”
“If she really is a witch, I think we should just kill her,” said Tomas coldly.
Joseph stared aghast at both men. “Listen to yourselves. I can’t believe we’re talking like this. We can’t just kill a woman in cold blood.”
“I agree,” said Kendril swiftly. “Bronwyn’s too valuable to us alive. We need to get her away from the guests, get her out of the house, then question her.”
“We can’t do that, either,” said Joseph in horror. 
Kendril snapped his head towards his friend. “She’s a witch, Joseph. A servant of the dark powers. She knows how to use the Soulbinder. Do you understand? In her hands the Soulbinder is even more dangerous than in Dutraad’s.”
“Then who has it?” Tomas said in frustration. “Bronwyn or Dutraad? And where is it?”
“Now you see why we can’t go rushing into the house,” Kendril replied. “And why we need Bronwyn. She’s the key to all this. I know it.”
Tomas sighed. He rubbed the bridge of his nose, thinking carefully. “We need to let Madris and Olan know what’s going on. At the least.”
“Find Hamis,” Kendril said. “He said he would be outside the estate in one of the streets. Pass the message on to him, and he can alert the others. But don’t let them come barging in. Not yet.”
“Olan says you’re not to be trusted, Kendril,” Tomas said bluntly.
Kendril met the other Ghostwalker’s gaze. “You know my opinion of Olan.”
Tomas stepped toward the door. He looked back over his shoulder at Kendril. “This is on your head, Kendril. You’d better be right about the witch and the Soulbinder.”
Kendril said nothing.
Without another word, Tomas disappeared into the whipping snowflakes outside the stable.
Joseph nodded grimly. “What about us?”
“We need to find Maklavir and Kara’s room before the ball begins.” Kendril turned to the door of the stable and peered out into the yard. 
“To warn them?”
“To capture Bronwyn.” Kendril looked back at his friend. “As much as I hate to admit it, I need Maklavir’s help.”
 
“Why, Mr. Maklavir, you certainly have led a fascinating life. Tell me more about what Wodin was like when you were there.”
“Please, just Maklavir,” replied the diplomat. He poked at his food uneasily. “And there isn’t really much to say about Wodin. Kalingland is a cold country, much like Valmingaard. They share many of the same customs—”
Brionne leaned in, her face resting on one perfectly perched hand. “There’s just something so familiar about you, Maklavir. I wish I could place it. You were at the King’s court, you said? In Varnost?”
“Uh, yes,” Maklavir responded. He tugged nervously at his collar, trying to keep his attention on his food and not the gorgeous woman beside him. “For a time. Nothing to say about it, really. Have you tried the duck? Absolutely fantastic.” He took a sip of wine, then glanced up the banquet table towards where Kara sat.
The redhead sat with a desperate smile frozen on her face, making awkward conversation with the two men seated next to her. She caught Maklavir’s gaze, and gave him a silent pleading look.
He gave her a quick, apologetic smile.
The hall was stuffy and loud, filled with the rumbling murmur of a hundred conversations. Servants bustled in and out constantly, bringing steaming trays filled with meats, breads, and pies of every description. Six large cooked geese were positioned strategically along the length of the table.
“It’s such a pleasure to sit next to a refined gentlemen such as yourself,” Brionne purred in his ear. “A man of genuine distinction, I mean.”
Maklavir jumped as Brionne’s bare foot slid rubbed against his leg. 
“Yes, well, I—” he stammered, momentarily flustered. He glanced up the table again.
Dutraad was barely eating his food. His eyes were fixed on Kara.
Maklavir felt a sudden prick. Fake marriage or not, he didn’t appreciate the baron eyeing his wife. 
“You are a handsome man, Maklavir,” Brionne continued, her voice soft and sensual in his ear. “Kara is a fortunate woman.”
Maklavir blushed despite himself. There was something about Brionne that threw him off-balance. It was hard to think, hard even to breathe around her. 
“I’m glad that you’re here in Vorten,” Brionne said. She sidled up next to him, rubbing his arm in a more than friendly manner. “It must be nice for you. A chance to step into society again. To wear the finest clothes, attend the finest dinner parties…” She licked her lips. “And to meet the nicest people.”
And all to get a stupid pendant, Maklavir thought bitterly. He was playacting, nothing more. This was all a pretense, a façade, all so that Kendril and his paranoid friends could get their precious Soulbinder back.
He took a breath, staring at the food piled on his plate. With a sudden, sharp stab of envy that shocked him to his core, Maklavir realized that he wanted it all to be real. He wanted to start his life over again here in Vorten, have Baron Dutraad for his benefactor, the beautiful Kara as his doting wife, the applause of his fellow barristers—
And in time, perhaps, a request from the King. A crisis with the Baderan monarch. Something that required a diplomat of Maklavir’s skill. All would be forgiven. Would he come back? Could he come back?
Maklavir couldn’t move. He wanted it all. More than anything he had ever wanted in his life. It was a hole that burned in the middle of his chest, an ache that wouldn’t go away.
Brionne suddenly snapped her fingers, bringing Maklavir rudely back to the present moment.
“Balneth,” she said with a triumphant smile. “That’s where I’ve seen you before.”
 



Chapter 2
 
“Where do you two think you’re going?”
Kendril and Joseph paused in the corridor. The noise from the dining hall echoed behind them.
Two armed men blocked the hallway ahead. One stepped forward, brandishing a musket. “I asked you a question,” he snarled.
“Friendly folk,” Joseph said under his breath.
Kendril lifted the bag he carried with a smile. “We’re just taking this luggage to Mr. Maklavir’s room. Perhaps you could help us find the way?”
The guards exchanged glances. 
“You’re not supposed to be here,” one said.
“Look,” said Joseph, “we’re not trying to cause any trouble. We came with Mr. and Mrs. Maklavir. Ask Gole. Tuldor’s beard, ask Mr. Maklavir himself. We’re just trying to find his room. We need to set their things up for them. Lady Maklavir is particular about her toiletries.”
There was a long pause.
“Alright,” grumbled the first guard. He stepped to one side, then motioned with his weapon. “This way. I’ll take you there.”
“How kind,” said Kendril. He lifted the bag and slung it over his shoulder.
 
“Most people don’t comprehend the intricacies of brewing.” General Ulinov stabbed a deviled egg with his fork. “It’s vital to pick the right kind of hops—”
“Fascinating,” said Kara through a pained smile. 
On her right, Eregan dabbed at the corners of his mouth with a napkin. “Oh, do shut up, General. You’re boring the poor girl.”
“Boring?” Ulinov’s face flushed. “Perhaps, sir, if you kept your eyes on your food, and off the poor woman’s—”
“Ahem.” 
They turned around in their chairs to see a smiling Dutraad standing behind them.
Ulinov started to rise. “My lord, I—”
Dutraad raised a hand. “No, no, my good general. No need to get up. My poor wife has retired for the night, and now Lady Frenzina has departed as well.” His eyes fell on Kara. “I was hoping to steal this charming young woman from you for a few minutes. It gets so lonely at the head of the table.”
Both seated men opened their mouths as if to object, but were too stunned to say anything.
Kara shot up out of her seat. “I would be more than happy to sit next to you, my lord.”
Dutraad gave a satisfied grin and held out a hand to the young woman. “Wonderful. And like I said before, Kara, call me Dutraad.”
 
“Balneth?” Maklavir fumbled for words. His mind searched frantically for a way out of his situation. “I don’t—I mean I haven’t been to Llewyllan in—” He stopped and stared at the beautiful woman beside him.
There was something about her, Maklavir realized. Something oddly familiar—
Then he remembered. In Balneth, Kendril had mentioned a courtesan, a woman involved with Lord Bathsby. What had her name been…? Bronia, Brennan…
Bronwyn.
Brionne shrugged her pale white shoulders. “Hmm. My mistake, then.” Her eyes flitted up towards the head of the banqueting table. “It appears that your wife is certainly becoming fast friends with the Baron.”
Maklavir glanced up.
Kara was seated next to Dutraad. Their laughter spilled down across the pile of food on the table. 
“Yes,” Maklavir managed to say, “well, she has always been a bit of a free spirit.”
“So am I,” Brionne breathed. She pressed her supple body close to Maklavir. “Well, if she is enjoying the Baron’s company, I don’t see any reason why you and I can’t spend some quality time together as well. Are you staying for the dance?”
Maklavir felt hot. He pushed his wine glass away, determined not to drink any more. “Yes, Kara and I are both staying.” He made sure to emphasize his wife’s name.
Brionne fluttered her eyelashes. “How splendid. Something tells me that you are a very good dancer, Maklavir.”
He smiled awkwardly, feeling the woman’s warm body pressed against his arm and side.
Something told him that it was going to be a long evening.
 
“Where did Maklavir manage to find a jewel like you?” Dutraad draped one arm over the back of his chair. “I thought I knew most of the noble families in Valmingaard.”
Kara smiled shyly, and buttered a hot roll on her plate. “Well, I’m not from Valmingaard. My family comes from Arbela. We lived in New Marlin after the revolution.”
Dutraad clucked his tongue. “Such a tragic event. Your family must have lost much.”
Kara took a demure bite of the roll. She swallowed, then sighed. “My father had an estate almost as large as this one, just west of Shawnor. Fortunately we fled just in time.” She paused, and looked sadly at her plate. “Many of our friends…were not so lucky. As it was we barely escaped with our lives. I remember seeing the  flames devouring our house as we escaped, hearing the screams of the mob--” She turned her head away, and bit her lip hard.
“I’m so sorry,” said Dutraad sincerely. “It was stupid of me to bring it up. Candle Ice is a time for joy and celebration. Tonight you are my honored guest, Kara. Please consider me your humble servant. If there is any way I might bring you even the slightest bit of pleasure, you have but to ask.”
Kara gazed softly at the man. “That is very kind of you, Dutraad.” She folded her hands in her lap and looked out over the bustling dining hall. The room shimmered in the golden light of the candles. “You know, I do feel happy here,” she sighed. “It reminds me of the parties my father would throw at our estate back in Arbela.” She turned her head back to Dutraad. “But where is Lady Dutraad? She seems to have vanished.”
The smile disappeared from the Baron’s face. “She was feeling…unwell,” he said stiffly. “She retired to her room for the evening. I imagine once she gets a good night’s sleep she will feel much better.” He frowned. “Truth be told, Mina has never really enjoyed gatherings like this. She tends to be more of a…solitary soul.”
Kara laid a hand on the man’s arm. “That must be hard for you.”
Dutraad put his own hand over Kara’s. “Come, my lady. Let us speak of pleasant things. I will not mention the Arbelan revolution if you do not mention my wife. Agreed?”
Kara’s eyes twinkled. “Agreed.”
 
“It’s bloody cold out here.” Hamis shifted where he lay huddled against the alley wall, wrapped in a worn gray blanket. There was already a light covering of snow on top of him. “What’s going on inside? Do you have the Soulbinder yet?”
“Not even close.” Tomas looked back over his shoulder. The Dutraad estate was just visible outside the mouth of the alley, across the lit street. “There’s a wrinkle. Kendril has identified a witch at the festival. He thinks she’s in league with Dutraad.”
Hamis got quickly to his feet. He wore tattered clothes that reeked of alcohol. With the unkempt beard and ragged blanket, he looked the part of a slovenly drunk to perfection. “Does Kendril want us to move on the manor?”
Tomas paused. He looked back hard at the lit town house just across the street. “Go back to The Crooked Goose and tell Madris and Olan what’s going on.”
Hamis stared hard at the other Ghostwalker. “You didn’t answer my question, Tomas. Do we move in?”
“Kendril doesn’t think we need to yet,” Tomas responded. 
Hamis snorted derisively. “Kendril hates Olan’s guts. Or hadn’t you noticed? I’m asking you, Tomas. Is the situation out of control?”
There was another long pause. The cold night wind whipped down the alleyway. Gusts of snowflakes blew into their faces.
“No,” said Tomas at last. “Not yet.”
 
“This whole situation is out of control.” Maklavir flopped into a chair against the wall of the bedroom. “Did you see the way Brionne was hanging on me? She mentioned Balneth. How does she know about that? What if she says something to Dutraad?”
Kara sat on the edge of the bed. She brushed the red hair back out of her face. “I thought you would have enjoyed the attention she was giving you.”
“You certainly seemed to be enjoying Dutraad’s attention,” Maklavir replied testily. He looked over at Kendril, who was leaning against the wall by the fireplace. “Brionne’s really that courtesan from Llewyllan, isn’t she? The one you mentioned. Bronwyn.”
Kendril stared pensively at a patch of floor. “Yes.” He looked up at Maklavir. “Think carefully. Did she recognize you?”
“I honestly don’t know.” Maklavir frowned in thought. “Didn’t you say that Bronwyn was some kind of a…witch?”
Kara looked over at Kendril. “She’s here, and she’s using a fake name. So what do we do?”
Joseph leaned forward in his own chair. He clasped his hands together. “We have a plan,” he said quietly.
“I thought we already had a plan,” said Maklavir sourly. 
“Things have changed,” Kendril said.
“You mean things have gotten worse,” the diplomat quipped. He looked over at Kendril and Joseph. “The two of you seem to have no trouble roaming about the house. Why don’t you start ransacking for this Soulbinder?”
Joseph rubbed his face. “Dutraad has armed guards in the halls. I spotted at least a couple more around the stairs. We barely made it here to the room. There’s no way we could get upstairs.”
“At least not without a fight,” said Kendril darkly.
“Yes, well if we’re going to do that we might as well call all your Ghostwalker friends in and start a war.” Maklavir got up from the chair and paced over to the window. “This whole thing is a bloody disaster. I should have seen it coming.”
“It’s not. Not yet, anyway.” Kendril tapped his chin. “This is still our best chance. We know that Bronwyn and Dutraad wouldn’t let the Soulbinder out of their sight. It has to be somewhere in this house. Maybe even on one of them.”
“Dutraad is interested in me,” Kara said quietly. “If I play this right I could search him and his room for the Soulbinder—”
“Do I have to keep reminding you that you’re a married woman?” Maklavir turned hotly from the window. “Besides, how do you know Dutraad is interested in you at all?”
Kara gave a mysterious smile.  “Please, Maklavir. I’m a woman. I know when a man is interested in me.”
Joseph shifted uncomfortably in his seat.
“Look,” Kara said with a wave of her hand, “we want to find this Soulbinder, right? That’s why I’m here, because I’m a thief. Well as a thief, I’m telling you that this is my best chance. Seducing Dutraad gets me past the guards, with luck gets me upstairs, and gives me time.”
“That just leaves Bronwyn.” Kendril lifted his eyes and stared intently at Maklavir.
“Why are you looking at me?” the diplomat asked sulkily.
“Because I need you to distract Bronwyn. Keep her away from Dutraad, then lure her to somewhere else in the house.”
Maklavir narrowed his gaze. “Why?”
“Bronwyn knows where the Soulbinder is. Once you get her out of the main hall, Joseph and I will grab her, drag her somewhere private, and get the information out of her.”
“Somewhere private?” Maklavir raised his eyebrows incredulously. “Like where?”
Kendril shrugged. “The stables. The cellar. I don’t know. It’s a big house. I’m sure we’ll figure something out.”
“And how exactly am I supposed to lure Brio--I mean Bronwyn away from the celebration?”
The Ghostwalker sighed. “Do I really need to spell it out for you, Maklavir? Kara said that Bronwyn was practically hanging on you all throughout dinner. Just use that boyish charm of yours.”
“Let me get this straight.” Maklavir crossed his arms and cocked his head. “You want Kara to seduce Baron Dutraad, ransack his room, and search him for the Soulbinder, and at the same time you want me to feign interest in Bronwyn, get her to an abandoned room so that you can coldcock her, tie her up in the cellar, then torture her for information?”
“I thought I’d let Tomas do the torturing,” said Kendril with an evil grin. “He’s much better at it than I am.”
Maklavir sank back in the chair, his hand over his face. “Oh, why do I even bother?”
“I won’t have torture,” Joseph said sternly. “I don’t care if she’s a servant of the dark powers or not. We can question her, but not hurt her.”
“Make no mistake.” Kendril looked around at all of them. “Bronwyn won’t hesitate to kill all of us if she knows who we are and what we’re doing here. Our only advantage here is speed and surprise. Either Dutraad has the Soulbinder, or Bronwyn does. If it’s not on either of them, then it’s undoubtedly hidden nearby. Bronwyn will know where. We need to find that Soulbinder, get it out of here, and eliminate Bronwyn. That means doing two things at once. Kara goes after Dutraad, and we go after Bronwyn.”
Joseph sat up in his chair. “What do you mean eliminate Bronwyn?”
“I mean kill her.” Kendril snapped.
Maklavir looked up at the ceiling. “I just love the magic of Candle Ice. Such a joyous time of year.”
“We can’t kill her,” Joseph protested.
“We can, and we will. But not until after we’ve questioned her. She may be the only one who knows where the Soulbinder is.” He nodded towards the door. “In the meantime we have to assume that Dutraad and all the house guards are in the know, and on her side. We move fast and quietly. If we play out cards right, we’ll have the Soulbinder by midnight.”
“And if not,” Maklavir said, “we’ll all be hanged as thieves and kidnappers.”
For a moment no one spoke. From outside the door of the room came the muffled sounds of the Candle Ice celebration. Snowflakes lashed mercilessly against the window.
“We’re in this up to our neck,” Kendril said at last. “There’s no going back now. If any of you want out, this is the time. There’s no telling what the rest of this night will bring.”
Joseph stood. Fire glinted in his eyes. “We all knew what we were signing up for when we came here. We’ll see this through. All the way.”
Kara stood as well. “In that case,” she said with a smile, “I’m going to have to ask you boys to leave.”
They all stared at her.
The redhead pointed to the sparkling white dress laid out on the bed. “I have to change,” she said.
 
“This will do.” Kendril looked around the inside of the stables, lit only by a lantern that rested on the edge of an empty stall. “Lillette said we were the only ones sleeping out here, didn’t she?”
Joseph nodded. He rubbed his hands briskly together against the cold. “It’s far enough away from the main house, and I haven’t seen anyone but Tomas and us come out here tonight.” He stole a glance over his shoulder at the town house that loomed in the snowy darkness behind them. He gave Kendril a weighty look. “I mean it, Kendril. I know the Soulbinder is important, and I know that Bronwyn knows where it is, but I won’t be party to any torture.”
“I doubt it will come to that,” Kendril said. He ran a hand along the edge of a stall. “We’ll need to grab Bronwyn quickly, then bring her out here without anyone seeing us. Did you bring that herbal bag of yours?”
Joseph nodded towards the open stable door. “In the baggage compartment of the carriage. All things considered, I thought it would be good to have along.”
“Anything that might help us?”
The grizzled scout considered for a moment. “Xoma scent packs a powerful kick. I’ve got a flask of it in my bag. It’s fast, too. Soak some on a cloth, put it over her face and she’ll be out in seconds.”
“Good. As much as I’d love to bash her over the head, we can’t risk killing her. Not yet, anyway.” He tilted his head towards Joseph. “You’ve had this Xoma scent on you the whole time and never thought of using it stop Maklavir’s prattling for five minutes?”
“Oh, believe me, I thought about it.” Joseph looked out into the yard again, squinting to see through the falling snow. “Most people are staying inside, even the servants. No one wants to be out in this cold. I think if we’re careful, we should be able to get Bronwyn out here without anyone noticing us.”
“Good.” Kendril tapped his hand anxiously against the side of the stall. “We need to find Tomas. He should be back by now. We’ll have him keep watch and make sure the coast is clear. You and I will grab Bronwyn.”
“So I guess now we’re adding kidnapping to our list of offenses?” Joseph’s flash of a smile quickly disappeared. “Kendril, are you sure this plan of yours is going to work?”
The Ghostwalker turned to the door. “It has to.”
 
“You look absolutely beautiful, Kara.”
The redhead blushed. “Thank you, Maklavir. You look very dapper yourself.”
The diplomat turned, offering his arm to the girl. “I miss the goatee, though. It adds a bit of mystery. I feel so naked without it.”
She linked arms with him, and the two began the walk down the hallway towards the main hall. The glowglobes had been turned off throughout the house, replaced with the sparkling glitter of crystal-sleeved candles. Music drifted in from the open hall doors.
Kara subconsciously tightened her hold on Maklavir’s arm.
“You’ll do fine,” Maklavir said with a supportive smile. “Just stick to the slow waltzes.”
“What about you?” Kara said as they approached the doors.
“I’ve been dancing ever since I was a lad,” Maklavir chuckled. “I’m sure I’ll do fine.”
“I didn’t mean that,” Kara said in a hushed tone as they approached the noise of the hall. “I mean Bronwyn, or Brionne, or whatever her name is.”
Maklavir hesitated for a moment. “I’ll manage,” he said at last. “I admit, though, there’s something about her—”
They stepped into the main hall. The dances had already begun. The women were a forest of white dresses, dancing and twirling amidst their partners.
Kara took a breath. She squeezed Maklavir’s arm tightly.
“Kara,” came Dutraad’s voice. The baron stepped up to them. “How lovely to see you again. I was afraid you had retired for the evening.”
The thief gave a girlish giggle. “Why, Dutraad, the night is still too young for that.”
“Tell that to my wife,” the baron mumbled under his breath. He extended an arm. “I would be honored if you would give me this dance.” He glanced up at Maklavir. “With your permission, of course, Maklavir.”
The diplomat gave a cool smile. “But of course.”
Kara took the baron’s hand with a smile. “Lead on, Dutraad. I hope that you are as good a dancer as you are a host.”
The man smiled, then led Kara out onto the cleared area in the middle of the massive hall. 
Maklavir straightened his shirt. He cast his glance around the crowded room until he spotted the perfectly-formed figure of Bronwyn in her low-cut dress. 
“Right,” he breathed, forcing a smile onto his face. “Here we go—”
 
Giggling, Dutraad and Kara crashed through the door into the darkened bedroom. The baron turned and shut the door behind them.
Kara melted back against one of the wooden columns of the huge four-poster bed that occupied the center of the room, her hand splayed across her bosom. “But Dutraad,” she protested feebly, “what about your guests?”
“Forget them,” he said, moving towards the beautiful woman. “They’ll be fine.” He took Kara in his arms and plastered her mouth with kiss after kiss.
“But your wife—” Kara managed between kisses. “Won’t she—?”
“She’s in the master bedroom, down the hall,” Dutraad proclaimed with a smile. “She won’t bother us, Kara dear, I promise.” He bent down and kissed the side of her neck with wild abandon.
Kara glanced around the darkened bedroom, noticing the bookshelves and large desk against the wall. “This isn’t your bedroom?”
“My private room. Now, please, Kara—”
“I don’t know, Dutraad,” Kara said shyly. She pushed the eager man back a step with both hands. “What about Maklavir? If he finds us—”
“He won’t,” the baron said with more than a hint of impatience in his voice. “He didn’t see us leave. I have men posted on the stairs. No one will interrupt us, Kara, I assure you.”
“Good,” she said with a smile. “That’s what I was hoping you would say.”
Dutraad pulled the girl to him and bent in for another kiss.
Kara put a finger over his lips. “Please, Dutraad,” she laughed. “Perhaps some wine first?”
The baron grinned lasciviously. “Wine it is, Kara dear.”
 
“What in the Third Fire is keeping Maklavir?” Kendril shifted uncomfortably behind the billiards table.
Joseph squatted beside him. He risked a glance over the top of the table. The doorway of the dark room was still silent and empty. “Don’t know. We have to give him a little time, Kendril.”
“We don’t have all night,” the Ghostwalker grumbled. He glanced back at his friend in the darkness. “You have that Xoma scent?”
Joseph lifted a small silver flask in his hand, and a thick cloth in the other. 
The music from the dance in the main hall sounded dully through the walls of the room.
“Good.” Kendril peered at the door to the room again as if willing it to open. “We’ll have to move fast when she comes in. I’ll hold her, you knock her out with the scent. We can’t let her scream.”
“With all the drunken aristocrats around the place, I doubt anyone would even notice,” Joseph commented.
“All the same,” Kendril replied gruffly. He peeked out again at the closed door to the room. “I really hate this.”
“What?” asked Joseph in surprise.
“Relying on Maklavir,” Kendril said through clenched teeth.
 
“It appears that your wife has abandoned you, Mr. Maklavir.” Bronwyn ran a hand seductively along the diplomat’s arm and smiled. “I think I saw her leave with Baron Dutraad.”
Maklavir took a sip of the wine glass he held. His gaze stayed on the dancers that dominated the center of the hall. “I believe she did.”
“That doesn’t bother you?”
Maklavir looked over at Bronwyn. He tried to keep his face neutral. “If my benefactor finds my wife to be diverting company, that can only be beneficial to me. Wouldn’t you agree, Brionne?”
Bronwyn’s amber eyes twinkled mischievously. “Not all men are as…forward thinking as you are, Mr. Maklavir.”
“Please, just Maklavir. And I tend to find that a man in my position must quickly dispense with any…romantic notions he might have.”
Bronwyn took a step back. She gave the diplomat an admiring glance. “I may have underestimated you, Maklavir.”
The man gave a thin smile. “Yes, I get that a lot.”
She moved close again, and linked her arm through his. “Well, if your wife is going to be occupied by Baron Dutraad for some time, perhaps we—”
Maklavir felt the heat of her body pushed up against him, and tried to keep his eyes off the swell of her breasts. He felt strangely dizzy, intoxicated. He couldn’t think straight. His hand began to clutch the glass he held so tight he thought it might shatter.
For one blinding moment he thought of telling her everything, giving the game up and all this silly nonsense about the Soulbinder and everything related to it.
He was here. He had finally returned. This was Valmingaard, his home, and all these wealthy, arrogant nobles were his kin. He had finally come in from the cold. 
Maklavir closed his eyes. To the Void
with Kendril, he thought viciously. Why should he give everything up, everything that he had wanted for so long and that was now at his very fingertips? What had Kendril ever done for him?
He  opened his eyes again and stood staring at the dancers. 
His heart was torn inside of him.
Kara was undoubtedly upstairs with Dutraad right now. Joseph and Kendril were in the billiards room. Tomas was outside by the stables.
They were all depending on what Maklavir would say in the next thirty seconds.
Bronwyn snuggled a bit closer. 
The rest of the room seemed to fade away into a blur of light and noise. 
“Maklavir--?”
Oh, well, he thought bitterly. Easy come, easy go.
He turned to her with a smile. “You know, I think some company might be nice after all. This hall is so crowded. Perhaps we could find someplace a little more…private?”
Bronwyn crossed in front of him, a sly smile on her face. “You move quickly, Maklavir.”
“Too fast for you, Brionne?”
She stroked a hand across his chest. “I didn’t say that.”
Maklavir took a nonchalant sip of his wine. He took one last look at the crowded room of chattering, happy nobles. “The billiards room, perhaps?”
“I know where it is.” Bronwyn leaned in close. “Shall we go?”
“I can’t be seen leaving with you,” Maklavir said briskly. He glanced around the room. “I’m afraid I have a bit of a…reputation that would be unwise to reinforce. You understand.”
Bronwyn gave a coquettish tilt of her head. “Of course.”
“Shall we meet there in, say, five minutes?”
“I’ll count each second,” Bronwyn said breathlessly.
Maklavir smiled. “As will I, Brionne.” He turned and gave his red cape a twirl.
He moved quickly through the crowd of party guests, swimming through the vast sea towards the main hall’s exit.
And stopped.
Maklavir turned to look over his shoulder. He caught one last sight of the life he was leaving behind.
Then he stepped up to the door.
                                                                                  
“Let me, Dutraad.” Kara crossed over to the side table and plucked the bottle of wine out of the baron’s hands. “You just make yourself comfortable.”
“Whatever you say, my lady,” the baron said with a leering grin. He flopped onto the bed.
Kara deftly undid the cork, then turned to the two crystal glasses that rested on the silver tray. “I think I’m beginning to like Candle Ice.”
“Yes,” said Dutraad as his eyes roamed up and down her appealing figure. “It’s always been one of my favorite times of year.”
She poured the wine into the two glasses, then shoved the cork back into the bottle. “I think I’ve already had too much to drink tonight. I’m a little unsteady.”
Dutraad gave a wolfish smile. “I’m sure one more glass won’t hurt, my dear.”
Kara turned, a full wine glass in each hand. “No, I’m sure it won’t.” She extended one towards the baron. “To your health, my lord.”
He got up and took the glass, then clinked it gently against the one in her hand.
“To both our health.”
 
The door to the billiards room opened. The hinges groaned softly in the darkness.
Kendril tensed. He gave a curt wave to Joseph.
The scout nodded. He poured a healthy dose of the Xoma scent onto the thick cloth in his hand.
Kendril looked carefully around the edge of the billiards table leg. 
Bronwyn was in the room.
The door shut softly, closing out the sounds of laughter and music from the main hall.
Kendril shifted noiselessly, his body ready to pounce forward at a moment’s notice. His stomach tightened the way it always did before action.
There was a soft scrape as a match was lit. A moment later a candle flickered to life. The room was filled with its soft glow.
Kendril tried to still his breathing. It sounded impossibly loud in his ears. Couldn’t Bronwyn hear it?
The beautiful woman stood by the door for a long moment. She set the candle down on a table by the door.
“Really, Kendril,” she said with a long-suffering sigh, “aren’t you at least going to come out and say hello?”
 



Chapter 3
 
Dutraad drained the glass, then set it down on the side table. “A fine body.”
Kara sipped contemplatively at her own wine. “It certainly has.”
He grinned, and stepped closer to the young woman. “I wasn’t talking about the wine.”
She took a step back. “Really, Dutraad, I don’t think—”
“Playing hard to get, eh? I certainly like a girl who—” Dutraad lurched to one side, suddenly dizzy. He frowned and put one hand to his head. “Uh. I don’t feel very—”
Kara backed against a nearby bookshelf, watching the man closely. “You look like you’ve had too much to drink, my lord. Perhaps you should lie down.”
“No,” he said with a wave of his hand. He wobbled, almost falling over. “I don’t…know why…I’m—”
Dutraad pitched forward and fell hard onto the floor.
Kara let out the breath she had been holding in, then set down her glass on the shelf behind her.
“Because I drugged your wine.”
 
Kendril stood up.
Bronwyn looked at him, her eyes sparkling. “It is you, Kendril. I almost didn’t recognize you without that gloomy cloak you’re always wearing. When Nadine told me about the Ghostwalker here in town, well, somehow I just knew.”
Kendril glared at her, silent.
Bronwyn cocked her head. “Surely you know Nadine? The two of you have met, I believe. She told me all about you. Have you been following me all the way from Llewyllan?” She clucked her tongue. “Really, Kendril, I love attention from a handsome man as much as the next girl, but that’s just sad.”
Joseph rose from cover as well, looking over at Kendril in confusion.
The Ghostwalker didn’t move.
Bronwyn gazed indifferently at Joseph. “Oh, how sweet, Kendril, you’ve brought a friend with you.” She looked at the cloth in Joseph’s hand. “What was your grand plan, then? Kidnap me? Force me to tell you where the Soulbinder is?” She leaned forward. “That is what you’re after, isn’t it?”
“That’s right,” said Kendril in a dangerously quiet voice. “We know what you and Dutraad have been up to.”
Bronwyn wagged one delicate finger in the air. “You’re fishing, Kendril.” She gave a heavy sigh. “Still no smarter than before, I see. You’ve walked into the middle of the spider’s web with no way out. I’m honestly not sure whether to admire your sheer courage or be astounded at your complete stupidity.”
Kendril took a step forward. His face was hard. “Where’s the Soulbinder, Bronwyn?”
The witch shook her head. “You still don’t get it, Kendril.” She paused, a fiendish smile on her face. “You and your friends won’t be leaving this house alive.”
 
Kara grunted as she pulled Dutraad up onto the bed. She pushed his legs up onto the mattress, then took a step back, panting from the effort.
The man was still unconscious, snoring softly through his nose. His arms and legs were tied with drape cords, his mouth gagged with his own belt. 
Kara turned to the four-poster bed and pulled the curtains shut on all sides. She glanced warily at the door behind her.
It was closed. No sounds came from outside.
The Soulbinder wasn’t on Dutraad. Kara knew that for certain. He had mentioned that this was his private room. She suspected that she wasn’t the first young maiden he had escorted up here.
She also suspected that if Dutraad was going to keep the Soulbinder anywhere, it would be somewhere in here.
The desk. It was a logical enough place to begin.
Kara pulled on the drawer. It didn’t budge.
Locked.
Kara frowned. She reached for the lockpicking tools she had hidden in the sleeve of her dress.
She had a lot of ground to cover, and not a lot of time to do it in.
 
Maklavir could feel his heart thumping in his chest. He hurried down one of the halls of the house, his cape fluttered behind him. 
Everything was happening right now. Kara was searching for the Soulbinder. Kendril and Joseph were probably dragging an unconscious Bronwyn out through the falling snow towards the stable. 
Everyone was doing something. 
Everyone except him.
He turned a corner in the hall. He wasn’t even sure where to go. Back to the main hall? Try to re-join the festivities like nothing had happened? What if, Eru forbid, he ran into Bronwyn again? Or Dutraad? But somehow Maklavir couldn’t bring himself to plod out to the stables, either. Something told him that the business with Bronwyn would get much uglier before the night was done.
He was feeling guilty enough for lying to the woman. Truth be told, he had no stomach to watch her be…questioned.
So he continued to walk at a brisk pace, not knowing where he was going.
As he turned another corner, an armed guard stepped out in front of him.
“Excuse me, sir,” the man said in a not-too friendly tone of voice. “Do you need some assistance?”
 
“How did you know?”
Bronwyn gave a small, mocking little laugh. “Please, Kendril. I knew there was a Ghostwalker involved. Then I recognized your friend Maklavir in the main hall. Ashes, he was even using his real name. How stupid do you think I am?”
“Stupid enough to walk into a room with me and think you’d walk out,” Kendril snarled. There was a gleam of steel as he flicked his knife out into his hand.
“Not a dagger,” cried Bronwyn. She splayed one hand against her supple bosom. “Whatever will I do now?”
Joseph gave Kendril a warning glance. “Kendril—”
“Not now,” the Ghostwalker snapped. He took another step forward. “Bronwyn, I swear by everything that is holy—”
“Swear what?” Bronwyn pushed herself back against a bookshelf by the door. “That you’ll kill me?” She held up her hands. “I’m unarmed, with no way to defend myself. Just a poor, innocent maiden.”
Kendril lifted the knife. “I won’t ask again, Bronwyn.” He stepped forward, his eyes simmering with cold fire. “Where is the Soulbinder?”
She flickered her eyes at him. “Oh, you have such a one-track mind, Kendril. No imagination at all. And certainly no manners. Didn’t your mother ever teach your not to point your weapon at a lady? The Soulbinder is in a safe place.” She gave a conciliatory smile, and pointed with one delicate white finger towards the ceiling. “Upstairs.”
 
Kara tore the last row of books off the shelf, kicking through the pile on the floor. She knocked twice on the empty back of the shelf. Despite the chill in the room, she was sweating. Dutraad’s wheezing snore from the curtained bed was starting to drive her crazy.
The room was a disaster. Kara had done a shoddy, hurried job of dumping out every drawer and cabinet in sight. Half the locks she had forced open, or picked so shoddily that it seemed the work of a child. It looked more like a common ransacking than the work of a professional burglar.
She kept looking over her shoulder, expecting the door to the room to burst open at any moment. Any noise she was making in here, which was a lot, was undoubtedly drowned out by the commotion of the party downstairs. Kara could hear the sound of a waltz thrumming through the floorboards of the room even as she searched.
And besides that, Dutraad would undoubtedly not be disturbed even by his own servants in his private room.
And yet still, Kara found herself glancing back towards the door.
She moved towards the wall behind the desk. There was a large painting there, a venerable looking man wearing clothes that hadn’t been fashionable for two centuries.
Kara stared at it for a moment, her mind whirling. It was obvious. Too obvious.
Then again, she was out of less obvious choices.
She grabbed the frame of the painting, then lifted it off the wall. She set it down on the floor by the desk, then glanced up.
There, in an alcove of the wall, was a strongbox.
 
“Just taking a walk.” Maklavir straightened and tried to look as dignified as possible.
The guard motioned with his chin back down the hallway. “The party’s back down that way, sir. Perhaps I can help you find something?”
Maklavir sensed rather than saw another guard step in behind him. His stomach tightened into a ball. “I say, my good man, I think you’re overreacting here a little bit. I’m just stretching my legs.”
The guard grinned. One hand moved down towards the hilt of his sword. “Whatever you say, Mr. Maklavir. Perhaps we could talk this over somewhere a little…quieter.”
Maklavir felt the movement of the second guard behind him. There was a quiet rasp of steel being drawn from a sheath.
He swallowed hard, forcing his panicked mind to think clearly.
It occurred to him then that he might be in a spot of trouble.
 
“You know I love these little games of ours, Kendril,” Bronwyn purred. “But I really can’t stay. This whole business with the Soulbinder is far too important, I’m afraid.” She lifted her head and gave a teasing smile. “But then, I imagine you know that already, don’t you?”
Joseph stepped out from behind the billiards table.
Kendril moved within three steps of the young woman. He brandished his knife menacingly. “I think you’d better take us to the Soulbinder now, Bronwyn.”
She gave a harsh, tinkling little laugh. “Please, Kendril, you’re sounding stupider and stupider every time you open your mouth. How will you get past Dutraad’s guards? Are you going to fight your way through with that?” She glanced down contemptuously at the dagger in Kendril’s hand.
The Ghostwalker scowled. “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it. Take us to the Soulbinder.”
She smiled. “What a delightfully awful trap you’ve sprung here, Kendril. You get points for daring, certainly, but certainly not for clear and forthright planning.” She crossed her arms. “Please think, my dear handsome boy. If I knew this was a trap, then why did I still walk in here?”
Joseph and Kendril both paused.
The door to the room flew open.
The female assassin stepped into the room. A long curved knife was in each of her hands. Her white half-mask glinted chillingly in the candlelight.
Kendril took an instant step back and raised his dagger. The weapon looked paltry in comparison to the assassin’s long knives.
Joseph reached for the handle of his rapier that wasn’t there. 
“Truth is,” said Bronwyn casually, “I set a pretty decent trap myself.” 
 
“Vesuna’s blood.” Kara swore softly as she fiddled with the strongbox lock. Her lockpicking tools scratched and clicked as she fiddled with them.
The strongbox was firmly locked. Kara knew she could unlock it. But it would take time.
And time was one thing she didn’t have.
She turned back to the four-poster bed behind her.
The strongbox was locked. It needed a key. And the key had to be somewhere.
Kara moved swiftly back to the bed and ripped back the curtain.
Dutraad was still sleeping soundly, drugged by the sleeping powder she had slipped into his drink. 
Kara took a breath, then started rummaging through the unconscious man’s pockets. After a few seconds she discovered a small ring of keys, overlooked before when she had been searching for the Soulbinder. She pulled the keys out and glanced over at them quickly.
One caught her eye. A small, brass key, about the right size and shape….
The thief allowed herself a smile, then turned back to the strongbox.
There was a knock at the chamber door.
 
“I say, said Maklavir indignantly. “Do you know who I am?” He backed against a table that was set against the corridor’s wall. Several lit candles were set onto its surface, sleeved in crystal like all the other candles in the manor.
“Actually,” the first guard said with a sneering grin, “I know exactly who you are.” He pulled out his sword. The blade flashed in the candlelight. “Now, we can do this the easy way, or the hard way. Your choice.”
Maklavir moved his hands behind his back and fumbled them near the candles. He glanced back down the corridor.
The second guard was moving up. His sword was in his hand as well.
“Now, gentlemen,” said Maklavir nervously, “I think there’s obviously been some sort of mistake here—”
The first guard grinned evilly. “You can say that again, barrister. Looks like we’ll have to do things the hard way after all.”
 
Bronwyn crossed behind the assassin to the open door.
Nobody moved. The jaunty waltz music from the main hall drifted down the hall into the candle-lit room.
Bronwyn looked back over her shoulder. “I believe the two of you have already met Nadine here?”
Kendril stared hard at the assassin in front of him. Even without the mask that covered half of the beautiful woman’s face, he recognized her. It was the same assassin he had chased on the rooftops, the same one that had attacked Maklavir and him in the library.
So she and Bronwyn were working together. Of course. 
Kendril cursed silently.
Bronwyn smiled sweetly at him. “I thought as much. Unfortunately, I can’t stay and play any more, but Nadine will be happy to oblige.” She flipped back her long black hair, then gave an unconcerned nod towards the black-clad assassin. “Be a dear, Nadine, and kill them both.”
Nadine leapt forward.
 
“Sir?” The knock came again, more insistent this time. “My lord, are you all right?”
Kara didn’t know who was pounding on the door, and she didn’t care. All she knew was that the tone of voice was conveying concern, the kind that would pause for only a few deferential moments before kicking the door open.
She dashed to the door and slammed down the wooden bolt into the locked position.
The door jostled, banging roughly as it failed to open. 
Kara heard the faint sounds of weapons being drawn out in the hallway. She turned back into the room. 
“My lord?”
The bolt was a simple room lock. It wouldn’t hold out against a determined battering for long.
Kara stumbled forward, tripping in the long white dress that she wore. She swore under her breath, then tore away the bottom hem of the skirt to free up her legs. 
There was not much point in looking pretty now.
A jarring crash sounded from the door, accompanied by the splintering of wood.
Kara kicked the painting out of her way, then inserted the brass key into the strongbox lock.
It fit perfectly.
The door rattled again from another solid hit. Kara heard the bolt crack. She instinctively knew that it wouldn’t survive another blow.
She swung down the handle of the strongbox, then threw open the iron door.
 
Maklavir was pushing his luck. He had seen the look that was on the guard’s face before. Usually from cuckolded husbands discovering him in the act of—
Well, suffice to say he had seen it before.
“Barrister.” The first guard stepped closer, his blade pointed at Maklavir’s chest.
The second guard strode forward as well. 
Maklavir tried desperately to think. He had been in tight spots before. Well, perhaps not this tight, but still tight. 
The key was to act quickly and stop overthinking, he thought.
So what would Kendril do?
Maklavir felt the heat of the candles behind him, close to his twisting fingers. 
“Grab his arms,” the first guard ordered.
There was a spark and sudden hiss from behind Maklavir.
Both guards tensed, their swords raised.
His course set, Maklavir managed a polite smile. Mortal danger or not, there was always time for a witty remark.
“Catch,” he said, then threw the lit grenade at the first guard.
 
The dagger was no match for the assassin’s long knives. 
Kendril fell back, trying to get the billiards table between him and the assassin.
She came at him in a blur, both of her knives slashing through the air. 
Joseph leapt at the woman from the side. Weaponless, he grabbed for her left arm.
Kendril tried to shout a warning when he saw what his friend was attempting.
It was too late.
Nadine side-stepped the clumsy attack, then slashed Joseph’s arm with one of the knives.
The scout fell back against the billiards table with a cry, then collapsed to the ground.
It wasn’t much, but it was an opening. Probably the only one Kendril would get.
He hurled the dagger at the woman in front of him.
Without even turning she deflected the spinning blade with her own long knife.
Kendril’s dagger ricocheted and flew into the corner of the room, far out of his reach.
He took a quick step back, then felt the wall behind him. There was nowhere else to go, and now he was weaponless.
Nadine turned to him with a chilling smile.
 
The strongbox was empty.
Well, not entirely empty. A few pieces of paper, probably deeds or wills, A small bag of coins.
But no Soulbinder.
The door to the room flew open.
Two armed thugs, mercenaries hired by Dutraad, entered. One held a flintlock musket, the other a halberd. Both wore swords at their belts.
The man with the musket turned to Kara, his gun half-leveled at her. “Where’s the Baron?”
The voice was suspicious, but uncertain. The guards had seen her come upstairs with Dutraad. They apparently knew enough to know that something was wrong, but they hadn’t shot her yet. 
It wasn’t much, but it was something to work with.
“There!” Kara pointed to the curtained bed. She fell back against the fireplace, a look of terror on her face. “It was terrible! They tied him up, and threatened to kill me, and, and—”
The guard with the halberd ran to the bed.
The guard with the musket came closer to Kara. His face showed his blatant confusion. His eyes caught sight of her torn dress, then the open strongbox. “How--?” he started to ask.
The second guard pulled back the curtain on the bed. “He’s here!” he called.
The guard with the musket turned his head to look at Dutraad, unconscious and bound on the bed.
Kara made a split-second decision.
She was feeding off the guards’ confusion, but she knew they wouldn’t be confused for long. It would only take them a few moments to get their thoughts straight, and then they would realize that no one had fled through the only door to the room, the strongbox door was wide open, and Kara had locked the door from the inside. 
In short, they would realize in a matter of heartbeats that Kara was the only real suspect.
She only had a few moments. And she had to make the most of them.
The guard with the musket turned his head back. He started to say something.
Kara took two steps forward and kneed him hard between the legs.
 
The first guard instinctively caught the smoking grenade, and almost dropped his sword in the process. It took him a moment to realize what he was holding. He froze, his eyes wide as saucers.
Maklavir hated violence in all its forms. It was so…uncivilized. In certain situations, however, he had come to the realization that even violence had its uses.
The situation he was currently in, for instance, was certainly one of them.
Maklavir grabbed a shield of arms that was set onto the hallway wall and ripped it out of its fastenings.
The second guard backed up several steps, a natural reaction from a man who saw a live grenade within twelve feet of him.
The first guard turned and swung back his arm to throw the sputtering grenade as far down the corridor as he could.
Maklavir brought the shield down with both hands on the back of the man’s head.
There was a dull clang, and the man collapsed to the floor like a sack of grain.
Maklavir vaguely hoped the poor fellow wasn’t dead, though more, if he was honest, out of the sheer principle of the thing.
The second guard froze, torn with indecision. His eyes were still on the grenade.
Maklavir turned, then kicked the explosive device down the hallway towards the startled man.
The grenade rolled and bounced down the hall. It stopped right at the second guard’s feet.
The man threw himself against a door. He dropped his sword and covered his face with both hands.
Maklavir swooped down and snatched the unconscious guard’s sword off the ground.
The matchcord on the grenade reached its end. It sputtered, then fizzled out. 
The second guard lowered his arms. He stared in stupid awe at the dud grenade.
Maklavir stepped up to him with a shrug. “No gunpowder in that one,” he explained apologetically.
He slammed the hilt of the sword into the guard’s face.
 
Kendril needed a weapon, and he needed one fast. He reached for the closest thing to him, the nearest thing to a lethal object he could find.
Immediately to his left was a stand of billiard sticks.
He snatched one off the rack and snapped it in two on his knee.
Nadine was already on top of him. Her knives came at him in rapid stabs like serpent strikes.
Kendril blocked the blows, one after the other, fighting with a broken piece of the billiard stick in each hand.
The assassin gritted her teeth in rage. She whirled around the billiards table and tried to press Kendril against the wall.
Kendril grinned from the sheer heat of the combat, relishing in the sudden outburst of violence. He swung the pieces of wood as if they had been the finest steel blades in the world.
He couldn’t kill the assassin with the billiard stick pieces, or even seriously injure her. The best he could hope to do was to bruise her, maybe knock her unconscious if he could get a head hit in.
Not that he stood much chance of that with the masterful job she was doing.
She leapt, parried, struck and slashed with all the skill of a dozen swordsmen.
Joseph was still on the floor, rolling around but not yet back on his feet.
Kendril felt a flash of irritation through the exhilaration of the combat. Why didn’t the scout get back up? A cut on the arm was nothing serious.
The assassin leapt under Kendril’s attack, then kicked him hard in the stomach.
Kendril hit the billiards table and rolled back across its surface. He tumbled onto the floor on the other side. He clambered to his feet, out of breath.
It was then that he noticed that Joseph was still on the floor.
The scout was retching, rolling in agony and holding his bleeding arm.
Something was wrong. A simple slash on the arm shouldn’t—
And then the terrible truth hit Kendril. 
Nadine’s knives.
They were poisoned.
 



Chapter 4
 
The guard doubled over and dropped his weapon. He didn’t even manage to mouth a curse.
Kara snatched the falling musket, then cracked the stock into the man’s face.
He crashed back to the ground, unconscious.
The second guard readied his halberd with a cry. He started towards Kara, the blade on the shaft held high to strike.
Kara didn’t have time to think or react. The guard’s intention was clear. It was him or her.
She only had one choice. 
Kara swung down the musket and fired.
 
Maklavir brushed himself off as he hurried away from the scene of his altercation. Things were rapidly spinning out of control. And those guards…it almost seemed as if they knew why he was here.
The same uneasy feeling he had felt when he first spotted Bronwyn returned with a vengeance. Something was wrong. He had to warn the others. Where was Kara? Still upstairs? Perhaps he could bluff his way past the guards, find some way to—
A loud bang sounded from somewhere upstairs.
Maklavir stopped short.
He had been around Kendril and those blasted firearms of his too long not to know the sound of gunfire when he heard it.
Maklavir started again, moving so fast he was almost running. 
Everything was falling apart. 
Why didn’t it surprise him?
 
“Joseph!” Kendril glanced over at his fallen friend in concern.
The scout made no response.
Nadine stuck one of her long knives back into her belt, then reached for several throwing blades that were attached to her vest.
The table was between them. If Kendril had had one of his pistols, it would have been an easy enough shot. But he didn’t, and for all he knew the assassin’s throwing blades were poisoned too.
Nadine brought back her hand to throw the three blades she held between her fingers.
Kendril threw himself forward and smashed into the billiards table with all his weight.
The whole table lurched towards Nadine.
The female assassin leapt up on top of the table. She balanced herself perfectly.
Kendril lashed out at her exposed leg with one of the broken billiard sticks.
Nadine blocked it with the long knife in her hand. 
Just as Kendril had expected. 
He dropped the sticks he was holding, then grabbed the table with both hands and tilted it up.
The assassin hurled the blades.
Kendril felt one pass just over his head. The table blocked the other two as it came crashing up and over onto its side.
Nadine gave out a surprised cry as she toppled backwards. 
Right out through the room’s window. 
 
The second guard was dead before he hit the floor, his chest shattered by the musket shot.
Kara dropped the weapon, her eyes stinging from the black cloud of smoke. She turned and dashed to the broken door of the room.
She could already hear voices out in the hallway. Shouts, orders, heavy footfalls.
More guards. And they were coming her way.
Kara ran out into the hallway. Like the rest of the house, it was lit only by the flickering glow of crystal-sleeved candles.
There was a barked shout from further down the hall. A shadow loomed at the corner.
Kara grabbed for the handle of the nearest door on the other side of the hallway, then threw it open and entered the room. She closed the door quickly but softly behind her.
She pushed herself up against the door. The room she was in appeared to be a spare bedroom. It was unlit, the furniture looming up in the darkness like half-seen monsters.
Her ear pressed to the door, she heard the sounds of running out in the passageway beyond, intermixed with angry voices.
It was only a matter of time before they started searching room-to-room for her. And considering that she was just across the hall, they wouldn’t have to go far to find her.
Kara took a breath. She looked around the room she was in, her vision slowly adjusting to the darkness.
She had no weapons, so she couldn’t fight her way out. The stairs down were certainly blocked, so she couldn’t go that way either. Joseph and Kendril would come to her aid as soon as they could, but they were unarmed as well. 
Basically, she was on her own. 
A door slammed open somewhere. Or maybe shut. Kara couldn’t rightfully tell.
All she knew was that she had to move. Fast.
There. Across the shadows of the room, she could just make out a door in the left-hand wall. It probably connected to an adjacent room.
She raced towards the door.
Perhaps, she thought, she might just make it out of this alive after all.
 
Freezing air whipped into the room through the shattered window. The billiards table tottered, then lay still where leaned on its side against the wall.
Kendril leapt to the window. He looked outside onto the snow-covered lawn.
The ground sloped away from the mansion here, at the back of the house, so there was a good drop of ten or eleven feet.
Amazingly, there was no sign of Nadine. Again, it was as if she had vanished into thin air like a ghost. 
Kendril didn’t know if she was gone or not. 
At the moment, he didn’t really care.
He rushed back over to his wounded friend and knelt over him. “Joseph?” 
Kendril turned the injured man over onto his back. 
Joseph’s face was a sickly green. He was shaking, and had already vomited twice.
“Poi—poi—” he stammered.
A shout sounded from the corridor outside the room. Dutraad’s guards.
“I know,” said Kendril quickly. He grabbed Joseph’s handkerchief out of his pocket, and tied it tight around the top of his arm, just above the cut. He looked around the destroyed room. “Sorry, Joseph, but we have to move.”
He grabbed his friend, then lifted the groaning man to his feet.
 
Maklavir reached the end of the hall. If the gunshot had been noticed in the main hall, apparently it was just being ignored. There was no real sign that anyone was trying to flee. If it had been noticed at all, apparently it had been brushed off as harmless.
Sadly, Maklavir knew better.
He knew what he had to do. Tomas was supposed to be in the yard. If Maklavir could make it to him, then he could warn the Ghostwalker what was going on. They would need a way out of here, and the carriage was their best bet. But it would take time to hitch up the horses, and also to—
Maklavir turned a corner.
Kendril was staggering down the corridor. Joseph hung off him, his feet trailing and barely walking. He looked half-dead.
Maklavir stopped short, the sword still in his hand. “Great Eru!” he exclaimed. He glanced down at Joseph’s bleeding arm. “What happened?”
“Don’t stand there gawking, you buffoon,” Kendril roared. “Grab his other arm. Help me!”
Maklavir jumped to his friend’s side. He supported Joseph’s half-unconscious form. “Where’s Kara?”
“Eru knows,” the Ghostwalker grunted. “Hopefully she’s doing better than us.” He nodded down the corridor. “The kitchen. Let’s go.”
 
Kara rushed through the second room. She swore violently as she banged her shin on a jutting piece of furniture. With the curtains closed, it was hard to see.
.She pushed herself up against the door at the end of the room, and listened carefully.
There were more yells from out in the corridor. Two more doors banged open. Boots tromped loudly as men ran back and forth.
She had to move. If she stayed in one place, she was as good as dead. There had to be another way to get downstairs. A servants’ stairway, a back passage…ashes, at this point she was even considering going out the window.
Kara twisted the handle on the door and slipped out into the hall.
With the glow-globes turned off, the corridor was lit only by the golden light of candles. It was a small blessing, but at least it made things darker. 
Considering that Kara was weaponless and wearing a torn white dress, she had to take her advantages where she could.
Of course, shadows didn’t help when there was a guard standing just ten feet away in the middle of the corridor.
Kara froze like a deer caught in a hunter’s sights.
The man half turned. He stared at her in astonishment.
“There!” Kara cried. She pointed back into the room she had just exited. “I saw him, he was running, and had a—a—sword—” She fell back against the hallway wall, as if ready to faint.
The man brandished his weapon, then ran into the darkened room. 
Kara breathed again. She could add confusion to darkness on her short list of allies.
She turned and pattered down the hall. More shouts echoed from behind her. The guards were closing in.
There was a door at the end corridor. Kara ran up to it and tried the handle.
It was locked.
 
“Your men are making enough noise to wake all of Vorten, Captain Mayer,” Bronwyn said sharply. She crossed to the foot of the staircase, and looked over at the armed mercenary that stood across from her. “Where’s Dutraad?”
The bearded captain raised his sword. “My men found him upstairs, my lady. He was bound and unconscious. We’re searching for his assailant now.”
Bronwyn rolled her eyes. “He had a woman with him, did he not? A red-haired lass? That’s who you should be looking for.”
Mayer shifted on his feet. “Your pardon, my lady, but I doubt—”
“Believe me,” said Bronwyn, “she’s the one you’re after, along with her friends.” She looked back down the corridor.
The music and sounds of the party continued merrily from the main hall, unconcerned with the commotion occurring in the rest of the house.
“I want nothing to impede the festival,” Bronwyn said. “At least for as long as possible. Get the carriage prepared. And be quick about it. We haven’t much time. It’s time for us to abandon the Dutraad estate altogether. All we need is one more day.” 
“What about the Ghostwalker and his friends?” Mayer asked quickly.
Bronwyn shrugged. “If any of them are still alive, then kill them. They can hardly stop us at this point anyway.”
Captain Mayer saluted. “The goddess rises, my lady!”
Bronwyn smiled. “She does indeed, Captain. And you will be rewarded for your loyalty when she appears.” She looked back down at the closed doors that led into the main hall. “Let the nobles of Vorten dance their cares away, for one more night anyway. Despair is coming on them and their precious city soon enough.”
 
Maklavir and Kendril staggered down the stairs into the stuffy kitchen. Joseph hang limply between them.
Someone screamed.
A serving girl stood staring at them wide-eyed, a hand over her open mouth. Every head in the kitchen turned toward them.
Lillette, the pretty brunette in charge of the kitchen, rushed over to them. “What in Zanthora? Great Eru, what’s going on here?”
“Our friend is wounded,” Kendril explained. He dragged Joseph over near the firepit, and set him down with his back against a cupboard.
Some of the servants turned and fled the kitchen, shouting and yelling.
Lillette kneeled down next to Joseph. She put one hand quickly on his sweat-covered forehead. “This is more than an injury. He’s burning up with fever.” She started to rise. “I need to summon—”
Kendril grabbed her arm. “No. You can’t summon anyone. Dutraad’s guards are looking for us.”
Lillette’s eyes widened. The first look of fear passed over her face.
“Kendril,” said Maklavir. “We’ve got to get him to the stables.”
“No,” said Kendril. “If we move him any more he’ll die.” He leaned down towards Joseph. “Can you hear me? Joseph? I need your help. You’re the healer. We’re in a kitchen. What do we need?”
Joseph blinked his eyes open. He coughed, his whole body trembling uncontrollably. “Mith—mithridatum—” he gasped. 
Kendril whipped his head around to Lillette. “Do you have that here?”
“No,” the young woman said. “I’ve never even heard of it before. Your friend needs help. We need to—”
“No,” said Kendril firmly. “I told you, no guards.” He turned to Maklavir. “Get out to the stable. Joseph left his herb bag there, by one of the stalls. Go.”
Maklavir stood.
Lillette rose as well. “I’ll get some hot water for him and bandages for the wound.”
Kendril nodded absently. He looked up.
Maklavir stood rooted to the spot.
“Maklavir—” Kendril started. He looked up, and stopped mid-sentence.
One of the house guards stood at the top of the stairs. He saw Kendril, and grinned evilly.
Lillette fell back with a cry.
Maklavir threw up his hands.
Kendril leapt to his feet.
In one smooth motion, the guard brought his musket up to his shoulder.
 
Kara had been picking locks ever since she was a little girl in New Marlin. Her brother Torin had always said she had a natural talent for it, the feel for a lock. It was her delicate fingers, he always used to say. Too delicate for the life on the street they were living. He used to tease her about it, even after they moved to the Howling Woods as bandits, where there were no locks for miles.
She missed him terribly.
But he was right. She was a good lockpick. 
And right now, exposed in an open hallway with guards breathing down her neck, she needed to be the best lockpick in all Zanthora.
She knelt down and whipped out her thin metal lockpicks. 
The locked door in front of her might normally take her two to four minutes to pick.
Kara figured she had about twenty seconds. 
The lock wasn’t a difficult one, but it always took a certain amount of time to find the sweet spot on the lock itself.
Her brother Torin had always had some jokes for that, too.
She slid the tools into the door lock, and maneuvered them around.
Behind her she could hear another door slam open. 
The guards were getting closer. One would come around the corner any moment.
Kara took a deep breath, in and out. She forced her fingers to be still, her mind to be clear. She felt the tools in her hand as if they were an extension of herself, the rhythm of the metal, the scrape of the lock—
A voice shouted. It sounded as if it was directly behind her.
She closed her eyes, and twisted the lockpicks again.
Kara felt the lock, sensed where it was, how it was formed—
The lock clicked.
 
The guard’s head suddenly jerked to the side, a hand over his mouth.
The musket sparked and roared fire and smoke. The bullet punched into the wall by the spice rack.
The kitchen filled with shouts and screams as the kitchen staff and various servants began to run.
The guard jerked back, his voice muffled. He grabbed for the hand over his mouth.
Tomas’ face loomed out of the darkness behind him. There was the gleam of a knife, and then Tomas jerked the blade across the man’s throat in one swift motion.
Lillette screamed.
The lifeless guard fell heavily to the floor, then tumbled down the kitchen steps.
“There’s more of them coming,” Tomas said. He wiped the knife off on his trouser legs, then glanced behind him. “All over the house. They’re stirred up like bees in a hive.”
“Maklavir,” Kendril ordered. “Get out to the stables and get that bag. Now.”
The diplomat gave a dazed nod, his eyes still on the guard’s body. He tossed the sword he held down at the floor by Kendril’s feet. “Here,” he said. “I’m sure it will do you far more good than me.” 
Kendril gave it a contemptuous glance. “A gentleman’s blade. I can’t use it.”
Maklavir shook his head in amazement. “You’re still holding to that silly vow of yours even when Joseph is on the brink of death?”
“I am. And you’re right, he’s dying,” Kendril responded venomously. “And he’s not getting any better while you stand there prattling. Now go.”
Maklavir gave an exasperated sigh, then dashed for the kitchen’s side door.
“So what’s your plan, now, Kendril?” Tomas asked sarcastically. He came down the steps into the kitchen.
“Get Madris,” Kendril replied as he leaned over Joseph again. “And Olan. All the others. Tell them to storm this place now.”
Tomas lifted an eyebrow. “That bad?”
“Bad doesn’t begin to describe it.” Kendril looked up at his fellow Ghostwalker. “Can you get out of the estate?”
“Yes. Dutraad seems to have more men here than usual. Probably added security for the festivities. But I should be able to get out undetected.” He lowered his voice a notch. “You need to come with me, Kendril. The guards will find you in here.”
Lillette sank down to the floor, her legs too weak to support her. She stared at the two men in front of her, dressed in simple servants’ clothes. “You’re—you’re Ghostwalkers?”
“Yes,” said Kendril with a side glance at her. “I don’t have time to explain, Lillette.” He turned back to Tomas. “I can’t leave Joseph. Dutraad’s men will kill him if they find him here.”
“He knew the risks coming in,” Tomas said quietly.
“He’s my friend,” Kendril returned. “I’m not leaving him. Or Maklavir and Kara, for that matter.”
Tomas stood, the knife still in his hand. “Alright. Your funeral. You know you don’t even have any weapons, don’t you?”
“Don’t be silly, Tomas.” Kendril glanced around the room. “We’re in a kitchen. We’re surrounded by weapons.”
 
Kara got the door shut just in time. She felt around blindly for the lock, then clicked it shut.
She was locked into the dark room. After the candle-lit corridor, her eyes needed another moment or two to adjust to the dim light. 
The thief tried to take a deep breath, forcing herself to think as calmly as she could. She was trapped. It was only a matter of time before they searched the room she was in. 
The window. It was snowing outside, and bitterly cold, and she was wearing nothing but a tattered white dress and bare feet. Bare feet? Had she kicked off her shoes? In all the excitement she couldn’t even remember doing it.
Going out the window was dangerous. It was freezing outside. The ledge, if there even was one, would be covered with ice and snow. She would have to climb or drop down to the ground below, at least twenty feet, maybe more. Possible, yes, but if she broke a leg or even twisted an ankle she was done for.
At the moment, however, she was running out of better alternative plans. The hallway outside the room was packed with men all looking for her. 
The window was her only option.
She breathed a silent prayer to Eru, one she had learned as a girl. She hadn’t prayed much over the course of her life, but there was nothing like mortal danger to bring out one’s religious side. Joseph would have been pleased, no doubt.
Joseph….
Kara shook her head, driving the image of the scout’s face out of her mind. She didn’t have time for this. No distractions. Her life was being measured in seconds.
She crossed the room, feeling her way in the darkness. Ahead of her were the curtained windows, almost ten feet in height. Getting them open might be her first challenge, especially if—
She stopped mid-step.
There, to her left, was a large strongbox set against the wall. It was even bigger than the one she had opened in Dutraad’s room.
She paused for a long moment. The Soulbinder. They still had to find it. Kendril seemed sure it would be somewhere in the house. It wasn’t on Dutraad, nor was it in his room. Kara was reasonably sure of that. 
But this strongbox…?
Dutraad’s men were closing in on her. She had to escape now or she never would. For all she knew the Soulbinder was on Bronwyn. Kendril probably had it right now.
It was the basic rule of thieving, the first and most important one, the rule that all good thieves learned by heart and lived every day of their lives.
A dead thief makes no profit.
But this Soulbinder was beyond just being loot. Joseph had spoken of the Fourth Despair, Kendril had mentioned the summoning of demons. Everything they had done tonight had been to get that Soulbinder back and prevent it from falling into the wrong hands.
Kara looked at the window one last time. 
She swore to herself.
Then she turned to the strongbox.
 
Joseph was unconscious. His breath was ragged, coming in short gasps. His face was a greenish color, covered in cold sweat.
Kendril figured the man had minutes left. At most.
The door had barely banged shut behind Tomas when Lillette started to rise, her face almost white with terror.
“I need your help,” Kendril said bluntly. “He’ll die if you don’t.”
Lillette stared down at Joseph, then back at Kendril. She looked over at the dead body at the bottom of the stairs. “Your friend, he…he killed him—”
Kendril stood.  “My name is Kendril. I’m a Ghostwalker. Your master Dutraad is in league with the dark powers. He’s trying to summon a demon, a Seteru. I know what I’m saying sounds crazy, but it’s true.” He took the girl by the arms, and turned her to face him. “Look at me, Lillette. You know I’m not lying.”
She wilted back. “I don’t know that. I can’t! How could I—?”
Kendril made his gamble. “Because you know what kind of master the Baron is. You’ve seen what he does in secret, what books he reads, what company he keeps. There must be rumors, gossip, anything.” He stepped back. “Either you believe me, or you don’t. But I’m willing to bet that you know in your heart that what I’m saying to you right now is true.”
There was a heartbeat of silence.
A very long heartbeat.
Lillette looked at him. The color had returned to her face. “I believe you,” she said at last. “What do you want me to do?”
Kendril looked down at Joseph. “He’s been poisoned. I need you to keep him alive.”
Lillette bent down over the unconscious scout. “How?”
Kendril turned towards the fire. “However you can. Keep his fever down. Bleed the arm, get as much of the poison out as you can.” He grabbed a long fire poker and tossed it into the glowing coals of the pit. “Do whatever you can to keep him breathing.”
Lillette looked up at the Ghostwalker anxiously. “What about you?”
“I,” said Kendril as he pulled out a large kitchen knife, “am going to prepare for company.”
 
It was stupid. She should stop, run for the window while she still could. Every second she delayed was one second more for the guards to find her.
But she was close, very close. And Kara had a feeling.
She couldn’t quite explain how she knew, or why. It wasn’t quite woman’s intuition. Perhaps more of a thief’s intuition.
This strongbox. This was the one. 
So she pressed on, far beyond the point of sanity or safety. The lockpicking tools scraped and snicked in the inside of the lock. She worked quickly, by touch and feel in the near blackness of the room.
She could hear Torin’s chiding voice in her head. The first rule of thieves. Life before money. There was always another mark, always another house to burgle, another pocket to pick. A dead thief made no profit. Or a jailed thief, for that matter.
But she also knew in her gut that this was different. The Soulbinder wasn’t just another piece of jewelry. The way Kendril and Joseph spoke about it, the glances of fear she had seen in the eyes of the Ghostwalkers whenever it was mentioned…
This time was different.
That was her woman’s intuition speaking.
She bit her lip hard in the dark, fiddling with the lock until she thought her fingers would go numb.
The doorknob to the room she was in rattled.
Locked. Thank Eru she had remembered to do that when she had slipped inside. Hopefully the guards would assume no one was in here.
The lock on the strongbox clicked open.
Kara held her breath, then opened the strongbox door.
Her heart fell.
There was another pile of papers, some scattered jewelry, and a coin purse.
No Soulbinder.
The doorknob rattled again, more insistent this time.
Kara had to go. She was out of time.
She reached both hands into the safe, and rummaged around amongst the papers.
Something glinted and caught her eye.
She moved a stack of paper. 
There it was, cold and red and black yet glowing at the same time, almost in a sickening way.
She reached in and took hold of the Soulbinder with a trembling hand, then lifted the pendant out by its long golden chain.
It seemed somehow more monstrous and evil than the last time she had seen it, back in the pagan temple outside of Stefgarten.
“Got you,” she whispered.
Kara started to rise.
Something hard cracked into the back of her head.
Kara saw a flash of white and a swirl of purple before everything went black.
 



Chapter 5
 
Maklavir ran.
His booted feet slipped and tore through the deep drifts of snow that covered the ground between the mansion and the stables. Snow pelted him relentlessly in the face, driving down hard from the overcast night sky.
Everything was going to the Void. It always did. It really was beyond exasperating. For once, just once, he’d like to see a situation resolved without people dying right and left.
But Maklavir had seen Kendril in action too many times to believe the dying was anywhere close to being finished for the evening.
Funny, he actually seemed to remember enjoying Candle Ice when he was younger.
Maklavir made it to the stable doors. He took a second to catch his breath. He shivered in the cold air. The frigid wind cut right through his stylish yet impractical clothes.
Curse his good fashion sense. He should have known the evening would end with pistols and sword thrusts. A suit of armor would have been more appropriate attire.
Maklavir reached for the handle to the door. Joseph’s life was in his hands. Whatever vile poison he had in his system, the antidote was undoubtedly in that herb bag of his.
He opened the door.
A panel of wood exploded almost in his face, torn to pieces by a musket ball. Splinters of wood showered out from the door.
Maklavir reacted instantly with the reflexes that he had honed throughout his life as a diplomat.
He yelped and leapt back from the door.
There was a shout from his right.
Maklavir swung his head around. 
There were two guards running towards him. One held a smoking musket in his hands.
Maklavir suddenly wished he had the sword. The one he had taken off the guard back in the house, the one he had given to Kendril in the kitchen.
The sword Kendril had refused to use.
Why on Zanthora hadn’t he grabbed it again?
Maklavir didn’t take time to answer his own question. He leapt into the stable, then pulled the shattered door shut behind him.
 
“We found her, my lady.” The guard saluted, then nodded back down the hallway. “Down there, the master bedroom.”
There were several guards in the hallway, searching every last room, corridor, and closet on the second floor.
Bronwyn had to admire their efficiency. 
She turned to the man who had spoken to her. “Has Baron Dutraad regained consciousness?”
The man shook his head. “Not yet.”
Bronwyn nodded as she walked quickly down the hall. Captain Mayer and the other guards were downstairs, rounding up the rest of the Ghostwalker’s friends, or at least whomever Nadine hadn’t already cut into ribbons.
It was so nice to have a fanatical, cult-trained assassin at one’s disposal. Bronwyn didn’t know how she had ever got on without one.
She stepped into the master bedroom.
The steam-powered glow-globes had been turned back on, illuminating the room in their harsh white light. Candles were more traditional for the festivities of the evening, but then at this point the gathering downstairs was largely a farce. Bronwyn wasn’t even sure if it was still going on or not. She didn’t really care.
She stepped up towards the strongbox, and looked down at the beautiful redhead who was sprawled unconscious on the floor. Pieces of a shattered vase were scattered on the floor around her head.
“I-I-I th-thought she was a r-r-robber.” Dutraad’s wife Mina, in nothing but a dressing gown with a shawl thrown over her shoulders, sat huddled on the edge of the bed. “I did-didn’t—”
“Shhh, my lady,” said Bronwyn soothingly. She came near and put a hand on Mina’s shaking shoulder. “You did the right thing. I’ll have the men take it from here.” She looked up at one of the guards. “Take Lady Dutraad out of here, please.”
The man nodded, then led the sobbing woman out of the room.
Bronwyn looked at one of the other guards who stood nearby, halberd in hand. “Is she dead?”
He shook his head. “No, my lady. Just knocked out.”
Bronwyn drew a thin dagger out from underneath her dress, then bent down over the unconscious thief. She rolled the woman over onto her back.
Kara gave a soft sigh, but otherwise didn’t stir.
Bronwyn smirked. She pressed the edge of the dagger against the helpless woman’s throat. “We appear to have a caught a pretty little magpie.” She reached down and picked up the Soulbinder from where it lay on the floor. “I think I should hold onto this. We wouldn’t want to lose it.”
The guard looked down at Kara with a sneer. “Should I…dispatch her, my lady?”
Bronwyn thought for a moment, then smiled. “No, I don’t think that will be necessary. I have a better use for her.” She rose, the dagger still in her hand. “Bind and gag her, then bring her to the carriage.”
The guard saluted. “Yes, my lady.”
 
Kendril threw a pot of water on the fire, then grabbed another iron poker and tossed it into the coals. Even as he did, his eyes roamed the kitchen, his mind appraising everything he saw. 
He needed time. Olan and the other Ghostwalkers would come blazing in. Frankly, he thought Olan had been jumping at the opportunity. He just had to hold out here until Maklavir could get back, then get the poison to Joseph—
Kendril grabbed a bottle of spice, popped the cork and put it on the counter. He had no way of knowing what kind of poison Nadine had had on her blades, or how quickly it would work. 
He had no way of knowing how long Joseph had until he died.
Ironically, the only person who might know was Joseph himself, with all his knowledge of herbs and healing. Of all the people to get poisoned, why did it have to be him? Why not…Maklavir?
Kendril whipped out a kitchen knife, and tested the weight of it in his hand. “How’s he doing?” he called back over his shoulder to Lillette.
Silence. A rustle of clothing. Then two rapid footsteps. 
Kendril hadn’t stayed alive as long as he had by ignoring the little things. It was the little things that kept a man breathing. That, and listening to the still small voice that always seemed to warn him when there was danger.
The still small voice was screaming at him now.
Kendril leapt to one side.
There was a flash of metal. Lillette came at him, a drawn dagger raised high to strike. 
Kendril caught her wrist, forced it away, then smashed the girl forwards into the cabinets.
She cried out in pain, twisting in his iron grip and spitting like a viper.
Kendril slammed her hand against the wooden cabinets twice.
Lillette dropped the dagger. The weapon fell to the thrush-covered floor.
Kendril grabbed the struggling woman, and pinned her arm painfully behind her back. He smashed her up against the cabinet.
“You’re dead, Ghostwalker,” she gasped. 
 
“Sir!” One of the mercenaries ran up to Captain Mayer. “We found them. The kitchen.”
Mayer gave a curt nod, then motioned to four other guards clustered near him. “Alright, let’s go. You heard Lady Brionne. No prisoners. We kill them all.” He motioned to the musket that one of the guards held. “No guns, either. There’s been enough shooting already. The Baron’s party guests are starting to get jittery, and we wouldn’t to ruin Candle Ice for them, would we?”
The men snickered.
Mayer put his hand on the hilt of his sword. “We do this with steel. Remember, at least one of this lot’s a Ghostwalker. Don’t underestimate him, but don’t be afraid, either. He bleeds just like the rest of us.” Mayer drew his weapon. The steel made a soft hiss as it left the scabbard. “We are on the eve of a great moment of history in Zanthora, my brothers. Have faith. The goddess rises.”
“She rises,” they repeated in unison.
Mayer looked down the hall behind them.
The music, laughter, and conversation from the great hall continued merrily along. Neither the gunshots nor the disturbances in other parts of the house had yet rattled anyone’s nerves.
Mayer shook his head. “Fools. Their time has come, and they don’t even realize it.” 
He turned back to his men. “Let’s go.”
 
The snow pattered against the sides of the stable. There was a single lantern inside, hanging by one of the stalls. Its watery light cast deep shadows across the length of the room.
Maklavir stumbled through the interior of the stables past stall after stall in a blind panic.
He could hear the muffled crunch of the guards’ boots as they stepped through the snow outside.
Maklavir dove into a stall, and backed himself up against the wall. 
A horse neighed nervously, stamping its feet at the unexpected intrusion.
Think. He had to think. 
The herb bag. Joseph’s life was in the balance. He had to get it back to Kendril.
Maklavir looked around desperately. 
There. Against the stall next to his. A brown bag. Maklavir recognized it immediately.
He started to get up to grab it.
The door to the stall kicked open, letting in a gust of cold air and stray snowflakes.
Maklavir ducked back behind the stall.
“I know you’re in here,” boomed a voice. “Come out, come out, wherever you are.”
Maklavir felt his heart leap. He recognized the voice. 
It was the first guard, the one he had hit with the shield in the hallway back in the house, just minutes before.
Something told Maklavir that the man was not coming back to thank him.
The boards whined under the mercenary’s weight as he stepped into the stable. There was a sharp click as a gun was cocked.
Maklavir glanced over at the bag again. 
So close, yet so far. There was no way he could reach it without leaving cover.
Maklavir glanced around the corner of the stall.
The first guard was already in the stable. The second guard was framed in the doorway behind him. Snow drifted in lazily over his shoulders.
The guard turned, and waved back to the second mercenary.
The man nodded, then disappeared from sight.
Maklavir frowned, puzzled. 
Why weren’t they both coming in? It was almost as if they were—
Covering a second door.
Maklavir looked back down the row of stalls.
There. How had he missed it before?  A back door.
Right now, it was his only way out. And he had just seconds before the second guard blocked off any escape he might have.
“Come on,” the first guard called out. “Make it easy on yourself. I won’t hurt you, I promise.”
Maklavir took a look at the bag, then the rear exit.
“Cone to daddy,” the mercenary sang out.
Maklavir leapt for the bag.
 
“The goddess rises,” Lillette spat. She twisted and turned in Kendril’s firm grip. “She will destroy you and this city.”
Kendril bent the young woman’s arm back even further. 
She gave a cry of pain.
All traces of the sweet kitchen maid were gone. The hellcat that Kendril had pinned against the wall seemed like a wholly different creature.
“What goddess?” Kendril snapped. “What cult are you with?”
Lillette smiled despite the pain. She gave a mocking laugh. “You really don't know, do you? Indigoru will feast on your soul. Her light will fill all of Vorten, then all of Zanthora—”
Kendril glanced nervously at the stairs leading up to the kitchen.
Two servants started to come in, saw him, then shrieked and ran off.
“Indigoru. Mystery religion. A pleasure cult,” Kendril snarled. “I should have known. How many of you are there? How many people in this house are with you?” He gave a savage twist of her arm. “Talk.”
The girl looked back at him. Her brown hair fell in ragged curls over her face. “How many in this house? Wrong question.” Her voice lowered. “How many in the city? Closer. How many in the country? Better.” She gave a laugh, strange and almost crazed. “How many on the continent—?”
Kendril felt his insides turn to ice. It couldn’t be. This was beyond one cult, beyond one little cell of Seteru worshippers. Lillette was talking about a conspiracy so grand that it boggled his mind.
She was lying. She had to be. There was no way there could be something that big, that organized, and yet still be secret. It would mean a shadow movement as large and vast as…as…
As a Despair.
“Despair is coming,” Lillette chanted in a sing-song voice. “It is coming for you. You can’t stop it. No one can stop it. The goddess ris—”
Kendril cracked the woman’s head against the heavy wooden door of the cabinet.
Without a sound she crumpled limply to the ground.
Kendril’s mind was in a whirl. Lillette couldn’t be right. It was impossible. She was lying, trying to—
The thought hit him suddenly, dashing all other concerns aside.
Joseph.
 
The musket banged out like a thunderclap in the stable.
Maklavir grabbed the bag just as the bullet punched into a wooden post next to his head. He turned, the bag in hand, and dashed for the rear door. 
The first guard cursed loudly behind him.
Maklavir felt himself smile. He was almost there. His hand was on the door handle.
He was going to make it.
He threw the door open and started out into the snow-filled night.
Face-to-face with the second guard.
 
For one dreadful moment, Kendril was certain that Joseph was dead.
He certainly looked dead the way he was leaning up against the kitchen cabinets, his head lolled off to one side, his skin an unnatural color. 
It would have been a simple enough matter for Lillette to have killed him while Kendril’s back had been turned.  A quick thrust of the dagger, a slash across the throat—
Kendril tilted Joseph’s head back. He put one hand on the clammy skin of the scout’s neck.
There was a pulse. Faint, but there.
Kendril breathed a sigh of relief. 
Lillette had apparently decided to come after him first. Take out the greatest threat. 
Kendril stood. Where in Zanthora was Maklavir? It shouldn’t take—
He stopped short.
There were mercenaries, five of them, standing at the top of the stairs with swords drawn. Their faces were grim and determined.
One of them, a man who looked like he was in charge, lifted the point of his sword. “It’s over,” he said. “Yield and you will not be harmed.”
“Right,” said Kendril.
He went for the kitchen knife.
 
Maklavir jumped back inside the stable.
With a yell the second guard came running at him. A rapier was in his hand.
Maklavir slammed the door and fumbled wildly for a lock. He found a bolt and slammed it down across the door.
The door banged hard as the guard crashed into it from the outside. He swore, loudly, then pulled fiercely on the handle.
The bolt held.
Maklavir turned.
The first guard stood calmly in the middle of the space between the stalls. He was half-way through reloading his musket. The side of his face was stained black and purple, a massive bruise from where Maklavir had hit him with the shield. 
“Nowhere to go, barrister,” the mercenary called out. “And no sword, either, I see. Not very smart.” He cocked back the flintlock on his musket. “I got a score to settle with you.”
Maklavir dove for the cover of a stall. 
He rolled through a pile of hay and other things he didn’t want to think about, undoubtedly ruining his red cape in the process. Still, in certain circumstances even fashion had to take a second place to survival.
This certainly seemed like one of those times.
The guard gave a low chuckle. “There ain’t no way out, Mr. Maklavir. Ashes, but I’m going to make you pay for blindsiding me. You’re going to die nice and slow-like.”
Maklavir pushed himself up against the wooden stall.
There were only two ways out of the stables. One was locked, and he had to get through an armed mercenary to get out the other one.
And Joseph was still dying.
There was no doubt about it. This was without a doubt the worst Candle Ice festival he had ever been to.
 
Captain Mayer raised an incredulous eyebrow, his eyes on the kitchen knife in Kendril’s hand. “You’re going to hold us off with that?”
“Why don’t you come down here and find out?” Kendril snarled.
Mayer motioned with one gloved hands towards the Ghostwalker below him. “Kill him,” he said to his men.
The guards started down the stairs in unison. The naked blades of their swords gleamed bright in the fires of the kitchen.
Kendril bent back his arm, then hurled the knife.
 
Maklavir reached in the hay around him for something, anything that he could use as a weapon.
Not that he was much skilled in the use of makeshift weapons. Or any weapons, for that matter. Still, desperate times called for desperate measures.
The first guard stepped forward. His boots crunched on the hay that covered the stable floor.
He would be around the corner of the stall in seconds.
Maklavir’s hand closed on something. A wooden handle. 
Eagerly, he brushed away strands of hay to see what it was.
A hammer. Probably for shoeing horses.
“Come on, barrister,” the mercenary taunted. “Come out and face your death like a man.”
Maklavir hefted the hammer. It wasn’t exactly an ideal weapon.
Then again, beggars couldn’t afford to be choosy.
The mercenary stopped by the corner of the stall. His shadow was clearly outlined by the stable’s one lantern.
Maklavir closed his eyes, trying to summon the will to act.
The guard turned the corner.
Maklavir leapt up and swung the hammer.
 
The first guard ducked to the side.
The blade flew past him and stuck into the wall where it quivered gently.
The guard gave a satisfied grin, then leapt forward at the unarmed Ghostwalker. He thrust his blade forward in a textbook fencing attack.
Kendril snatched both iron pokers out of the fire, one in each hand. The tips glowed orange from the heat.
The guard yelled and thrust his rapier forward.
Kendril parried the thrust neatly, then struck the man across the face with the second fire poker.
The guard crashed back into the cabinets with a scream. His face was burnt and bleeding.
Kendril threw himself forward at the other guards.
The fire pokers lashed out left and right, clanging dully as they hammered off sword blades.
The mercenaries fell back in confusion, yelping and cursing as they struggled to fight in the narrow stairway. 
One fell to the ground, an eye gouged out by a poker strike.
Another retreated back up to the stairs, seized by a sudden panic.
Mayer pushed the man back down the stairs. The captain’s face was livid. “Vesuna’s blood, he’s unarmed,” he screamed. “Kill him!”
Kendril slammed a red hot poker into the side of one guard’s head.
The man fell like a rag doll to the floor.
Another guard saw his opening and swiped forward with his sword.
Kendril caught the blow with his second poker and deflected it, then lunged forward with the shimmering end of the first poker.
The guard stumbled back away from the hot iron. He tripped over the guard who was already on the ground with both hands pressed over his blinded eye.
Kendril fell back past the cabinets into the kitchen proper.
One of the guards took the bait. He pressed forward, though a little more cautiously than before.
Kendril swung the poker to the side and deftly caught the handle of a pot of boiling water over the fireplace with the hooked end of the iron rod.
The guard flinched, realizing only too late what the Ghostwalker had in mind.
The next second Kendril launched the cast-iron pot towards the man.
The guard gave a horrifying yell as he was splattered with boiling water. He staggered backwards, steaming erupting from his face and chest.
Kendril took a step forward and bashed the man’s head in with the heavy iron poker.
 
The mercenary neatly sidestepped Maklavir’s attack.
The diplomat flew past him, off-balance. He crashed into the stall on the other side of the aisle.
The guard snorted in derision, then slammed the stock of the rifle into Maklavir’s face.
Maklavir went down onto the hay-covered floor. Blood gushed from his nose. The shoe hammer flew out of his hands, lost in the shadows of the stable.
“That the best you got?” The guard spat on the ground. “My grandmother can fight better than that.” He heaved the musket up to his shoulder, and lined the barrel up with Maklavir’s head. “I could snuff out right now, fancy pants.”
Maklavir scrambled back. He wiped the blood from his nose with the back of a trembling hand.
It was awful. Simply awful. He was too late. 
The blood had already dripped onto his shirt. That would never come out. 
The mercenary shook his head at Maklavir’s miserable appearance. He lowered the musket, then set the gun aside. He drew his sword. “A bullet to the head’s too good for you. After what you did to my face, I’m going to make you pay.”
 
The kitchen had turned into a scene of complete chaos, screams, and confusion.
Another of the guards stepped back and cursed. He reached for the pistol tucked into his belt.
Kendril dropped one of the pokers and grabbed the bottle of spice on the counter beside him.
The guard yanked out his pistol and snapped back the lock. 
Kendril hurled the bottle at the man.
There was a puff of red spice around the man’s head. He yelled, grabbing at his eyes. The pistol in his hand fired aimlessly, the bullet pounding into the kitchen floor.
Kendril stepped up and pummeled the mercenary hard on the side of his head with a two-handed blow of the red-hot poker.
The screaming stopped abruptly and the man collapsed into a heap on the floor.
Captain Mayer stood rooted to the spot. In less than thirty seconds an unarmed man had taken out five of his men. It wasn’t possible. No man could fight like that. 
This wasn’t a man. It wasn’t even a Ghostwalker. It was some kind of a demon, a creature of the Void…
Kendril grabbed the second poker again. He turned to face Captain Mayer over the carnage of the kitchen. He gave a terrible smile, a maddened grin that was filled with the lust of battle and the joy of sheer savagery. “I’m waiting,” he said.
Mayer hesitated for a moment. He dropped his sword, then yanked out his own pistol. He trained it on the Ghostwalker in front of him.
“To the Void with making noise,” Mayer spat.
 
“Get on your feet,” the mercenary ordered.
Maklavir climbed painfully up, one hand supporting himself on a stall. Then it hit him.
He was between the mercenary and the stable’s front door.
“Die like a man,” the guard sneered.
Maklavir turned, ready to bolt. 
He stopped cold.
In the front entrance of the stables was the second guard. He was grinning like a jackal.
Maklavir was trapped.
The first guard swished his sword in front of him. It sang as if cleaved through the cold air of the stable.
Maklavir backed up. His hands were still shaking. 
He had no weapon, no weapon at all—
“Not so fancy now, are you?” The first guard said mockingly. 
Maklavir glanced up. The stable’s lantern hung from a nearby stall.
That’s when he remembered.
He had a weapon after all.
The mercenary stepped forward.
Maklavir leapt to the side. He grabbed at the lantern and flipped open its side panel with one hand, while his other hand whipped something out of his pocket.
Both mercenaries froze.
Maklavir held the grenade’s matchcord close to the candle flame. “Don’t move,” he said, trying to keep his voice steady, “or I’ll blow us all to the Third Fire.”
 



Chapter 6
 
Kendril threw himself behind the kitchen counter.
Mayer’s pistol barked out.
A hanging pot exploded in a flurry of sparks. It flew across the kitchen, shattering two wine bottles as it skipped across the counter tops.
Kendril covered his head instinctively from the flying glass. He heard Mayer’s strangled curse, then the sound of his sword being picked up off the ground again.
Kendril looked around him. He had the fire pokers, but they were already cooling, not to mention the fact that they were notched and bent from numerous sword blows.
When all was said and done, a poker wasn’t really designed to withstand combat.
A few feet away from him, Joseph moaned. 
Kendril glanced over at his friend, still keeping his head below the level of the counter.
The scout looked bad. He was covered in a sheen of sweat. His hands twitched spasmodically.
And where was Maklavir? How hard was it to get to the stables and back again?
There was the quick thud of Mayer’s footsteps. He was coming down the stairs. 
Kendril looked over at the sword that lay near Joseph, the one Maklavir had dropped. It was close, within reach. All he would have to do was to reach out and grab it. A steel blade would—
Kendril forced the thought from his mind. 
He couldn’t. He had made a vow. No gentleman’s blade, no sword over two feet in length. Regardless of what Kara had said a few days before, Kendril’s vows were important. 
They were all he had.
He just hadn’t expected that his vow would cost the life of a friend.
Kendril shut his eyes, then reached out a hand. He jumped to his feet.
Mayer came around the counter. There was no more call to surrender, no witty banter. He just came right at Kendril. The fury showed plainly in his eyes.
Kendril lifted his bent fire poker and met him.
 
The first guard took another step forward. He gave a crooked grin. “Is that the best you’ve got, barrister? I’ m disappointed.”
Maklavir twisted nervously. The second guard was advancing towards him from the stable’s doorway as well. 
They would be on him in seconds.
“I mean it,” Maklavir croaked. “I’ll light it.”
The first guard’s smile disappeared. He lifted the sword. “Go ahead,” he taunted.
Maklavir’s hand trembled as he held the grenade. What could he do? There were no options, no easy escapes, no—
“I can’t wait to hear you scream like a stuck pig, you blue-blooded fop,” the first guard sneered. He swung back his sword.
Maklavir pushed the matchcord into the fluttering candle flame.
 
The force of the blow pushed Kendril back. 
His hand and arm rang from the impact of Mayer’s blade. Kendril knew without looking that his palm was already bruised black and blue from using the fire poker as a makeshift weapon. He was certain that whoever had designed it hadn’t had physical combat in mind.
Mayer lunged forward quickly. He struck twice more, short savage slashes that were the sign of an expert swordsman. 
Kendril managed to intercept and block both sword thrusts with the poker. Pain shot through his hand as the iron rang and vibrated with each hit.
Mayer was good. Better than the goons he had been commanding. He was fast, and skilled. There was no gap in his defense, no hesitation in his attack.
With a decent sword, even with his two short swords, Kendril might have stood a chance against him. 
But with a fire poker, it was a losing battle. 
Kendril leapt back away as Mayer’s sword hummed through the air where he had been standing. He felt his back press up against a kitchen cabinet. 
Mayer thrust his sword forward again.
 
The matchcord sputtered and sparked to life.
The grenade was live.
The guards hesitated. Surprise was on their faces.
In fairness, Maklavir guessed the same look of surprise was on his own face.
He turned and tossed the grenade towards the first guard, the one whose face he had bashed with the shield, the one who looked like he wanted to take Maklavir apart piece by piece in the most excruciating way possible.
The guard swung his sword and batted the thrown grenade aside with the flat of his blade.
The smoking sphere landed in the hay a few feet away. It flared and sparked as the precious few seconds of matchcord it had burned rapidly away.
The second guard backed fearfully towards the stable door.
The first guard gave the grenade a dismissive glance. He looked back at Maklavir with a taunting smile. “Fool me once, barrister, shame on me. Fool me—”
Maklavir dove for the farthest stall he could. He cowered behind the wooden wall, then covered his head with both arms.
The smile disappeared from the guard’s face. 
He looked down at the grenade again.
It exploded.
 
Kendril dodged to one side
For one brief moment he had the idealistic hope that Mayer might bury the tip of his blade into the wooden cabinet door.
The captain, unfortunately, was no such fool.
He twisted mid-strike, then forced Kendril back into the small kitchen space.
Kendril backed up. He could feel the heat of one of the cooking fires behind him.
He was running out of places to go.
Mayer allowed himself a triumphant smile, then brought his sword back for a killing strike.
Kendril brought up his own mangled poker.
A loud roar came from somewhere outside.
 
One of the horses was screaming. 
Maklavir hoped it wasn’t Joseph’s horse. His own steed, Veritas, had been near the front of the stable. 
The air was thick with the smell of burning hay and gunpowder. From somewhere outside came yelling and screaming.
Maklavir pushed himself up to his feet. His ears were ringing from the shattering noise of the grenade, his mouth was dry from the gunpowder in the air. He didn’t seem to be injured, though. No sharp stabs where shrapnel had hit, no cuts or even bruises.
His clothes, on the other hand, were an absolute mess.
Maklavir staggered out into the aisle. He looked down to where the grenade had gone off. 
A large hole was blown in the side of the stable wall. Cold air and snow blew inside. One horse was dead, another was injured and crashing around crazily in its stall. 
The first guard was…dead. 
Maklavir turned his head away from the gristly sight. Hardly a gentleman’s weapon, the grenade. Still, he couldn’t help but admit that his rather perverse interest in explosives had gotten him out of a scrape or two. Including this one.
He felt bad about the horses, though. Couldn’t really be helped.
Something continued to nag at the corner of his brain. Like he was forgetting something important…
Maklavir straightened his collar, swatted away a piece of burning straw that was drifting down through the air, then turned towards the stable’s entrance.
The second guard appeared in the doorway.
Maklavir stopped in his tracks.
Now he remembered. Two guards.
 
Captain Mayer turned his head at the sudden noise.
It wasn’t much. A natural reaction, almost a flinch.
But it was all that Kendril had. He knew that it was all he would have.
And he didn’t flinch.
Mayer’s attention was diverted for about a second. Probably less. 
It was all Kendril needed.
He hurtled forward and swung the poker at Mayer’s head.
The mercenary captain snapped his head back, then tried to yank his sword around in time to block the attack.
He was too slow
Kendril cracked the iron poker into the man’s face with a bone-shattering crunch.
Mayer collapsed back onto the kitchen floor.
Kendril tossed aside the fire poker and turned back towards the stairs.
Only then did it hit him.
The noise had been an explosion, like a grenade.
Kendril scowled. No wonder Maklavir hadn’t returned yet. The fool was probably off getting himself killed.
So much for being clandestine…
 
There was a time-honored tactic that Maklavir had often found useful in situations like the one he was in now.
He spun on his heels and ran like all the creatures of the Void were on his heels.
Batting his way through the smoke and charred pieces of wood, past the injured horse and smoldering hay, Maklavir practically crashed into the back door of the stable. He fumbled with it for a moment in something akin to blind panic, expecting to feel the bite of the guard’s blade in his back at any moment. 
Amazingly, he got the bolt on the door up. Even more amazingly, he got the door open and managed to get outside without dying.
All in all, things were looking up. Not that Maklavir had any intention of changing his original plan. Running was good.
The snow was still falling fast and heavy outside. There were shouts on the night air, the sound of panicked people.
Maklavir turned his head and glimpsed a crowd emerging from the house. Apparently either the grenade going off had finally gotten the attention of the nobles inside, or some other nonsense cooked up by Kendril and Joseph. Why, he could only imagine what—
Joseph.
Maklavir felt his stomach twist. He had forgotten. Joseph was still inside, poisoned and needed the mith—mithri-something or other. In the herb bag.
The bag that Maklavir had left back in the stables.
He groaned aloud. This night really couldn’t get any worse than it already—
The second guard swung around the corner of the stables, his sword in hand. 
Before Maklavir could even breathe the blade flashed up to within an inch of his throat.
 
Joseph looked bad.
In fact, Kendril wasn’t even sure that the man was still alive. 
He grabbed a silver spoon off the counter, wiped it clean on the corner of his vest and put it right up to Joseph’s half-open mouth.
A vapor of breath appeared on the metal surface. Hardly anything. But something, at least.
Kendril looked up, scanning the kitchen in agitation.
Maklavir better have a good excuse for why he wasn’t back with the herb bag yet.
A couple servants scurried by. There was yelling coming from elsewhere in the house. The music from the main hall had finally stopped. It appeared that Candle Ice was officially over.
And where was Kara? Did she have the Soulbinder? Was she trapped upstairs?
Was she even still alive?
Bronwyn or Dutraad could be escaping with the Soulbinder right now. The longer Kendril stayed here, the more time he gave them to get away. If he moved, right now, he could still—
But if he left Joseph…
Kendril clenched his hand into a fist until the knuckles blushed white. Tomas was right. Joseph had known the risks involved. They all had.
The side door to the kitchen flew open.
Kendril reached for the kitchen knife a few feet away.
He already knew he was too late.
 
“I surrender!” Maklavir shouted. He threw both his hands straight up in the air. 
The mercenary did not appear amused. His eyes glittered coldly. 
He slumped to the ground.
Maklavir stared at the prone figure in front of him for a moment, his hands still ramrod-straight in the air. 
A crossbow bolt protruded out of his lower back. 
Maklavir looked up.
A figure in a black cloak that flapped violently in the night wind came running up.
For a moment Maklavir thought that it was Kendril, until he saw the wisp of white hair underneath the hood.
“Wanara,” he said with a sigh of relief. He put down his hands. “Thank Eru. The others?”
The white-haired young woman held a crossbow in one hand. She pointed with the other back towards the mansion where party guests were now streaming out the front door.
“Oh, right then,” Maklavir said guiltily. In the excitement he had forgotten Wanara’s vow of silence. “I suppose everything we’ve done is a waste, then? Hang it all.”
Wanara shrugged. She reached into a quiver at her belt for another quarrel. 
Maklavir smacked his head. “Great Eru, I forgot again!” He looked over at the Ghostwalker. “Joseph, in the kitchen. He’s been poisoned.”
 
Kendril’s hand closed on the hilt of the knife. 
Tomas rushed in. He wore the black cloak of a Ghostwalker once again. He looked around at the bodies on the ground, then smiled at Kendril. “You did all that without a sword? You’re just as violent as I remember.”
Callen entered through the side door as well, following quickly on the heels of his fellow Ghostwalker.
“About time,” Kendril snapped at the red-headed lad. “Joseph’s poisoned.”
Callen grabbed his herb bag and knelt down quickly over the scout. “What kind?”
Kendril stood up. “What do I look like, an alchemist? Before he passed out Joseph said he needed mithridatum. You have it?”
Callen nodded. “Of course.” He pressed a hand to Joseph’s neck, then nodded. “He’s bad, but I think we’re in time. Looks like he only got a light dose of the poison.”
“Right.” Kendril’s face remained hard. “My weapons?”
Callen tossed him a brace of pistols, then a short sword. “Here. I don’t want them.”
“Suit yourself.” Kendril buckled on the weapons. He glanced over at Lillette’s unconscious form. “Word of advice. Bind her hands before she stirs.”
Tomas raised an eyebrow. “Did I miss something?”
“All the fun, for starters.” Kenril finished checking one of the pistols, then thumbed back the firing mechanism. “Come one. We have to find Kara and Dutraad.”
Tomas whipped out a dagger. “Lead the way. I’ll just step over the bodies.”
Kendril smirked, then turned for the stairs.
 
The house was in panicked chaos.
Servants ran here and there, nobles shouted and roared for their carriages, women cowered in the corner and wept.
Kendril ignored all of it.
He swept around the corner and headed straight for the main staircase that led upstairs. 
A few startled party guests leapt out of his way as he stormed down the hall.
Tomas followed close behind him, watching the side doors of the main hall carefully as they went.
One of Dutraad’s guards appeared at the top of the stairs. He raised a musket to his shoulder.
Kendril raised his pistol without even breaking stride. 
It cracked out a flash of fire and smoke.
The guard spun from the hit. He rolled heavily down the staircase, flopping like a sack of flour.
There was a gasp of fear and surprise from the milling people. Several leapt back into rooms and out through the main hall.
“Kendril!” 
Olan and Hamis appeared, their black cloaks flapping as they hurried through the hall. Hamis carried a large greatsword in his hands. Olan had his sword out and ready for battle.
With shrieks and yelps the party guests melted back away from the foreboding intruders. One elderly woman actually fainted.
“Kendril!” Olan called out again.
Kendril didn’t stop.
He dashed up the steps of the staircase, reloading the pistol as he went. 
Someone screamed. 
Tomas hesitated at the bottom of the staircase. He glanced back at Olan.
Another of Dutraad’s guards turned the corner of the hall. He stopped, startled at the appearance of the Ghostwalkers, and reached for his sword.
Hamis launched forward and bashed the man in the face with the pommel of his greatsword.
“Kendril, stop!” Olan shouted.
Kendril reached the landing, then bolted up the last flight of stairs to the second floor. There was another flurry of shouts behind and below him, then a crash as something toppled over.
He turned a corner into the main second-story hallway.
It was empty. 
The glow-globes set throughout the mansion had throbbed back to life, no doubt turned on again by some enterprising servant.
Kendril snapped back the lock on his pistol and strode down the hall. He scanned each door and room on either side of him. Smoke wafted from the barrel of the pistol in his hand.
He was doing the math in his head, and he didn’t like the conclusions he was coming up with. Olan, Hamis, Tomas, and Callen were all inside the mansion. That left Wanara and Madris to cover the outside alone. There was no way just two Ghostwalkers could sort through all the people frantically trying to make their escape from the house right now.
It would be a simple matter for Bronywn or Dutraad to slip out with everyone else, and take the Soulbinder with them.
Kendril’s only real hope was that he could find the two villains before they had a chance to escape.
And that meant that every second counted.
A large door was open on Kendril’s left. There was movement inside, a shifting of shadows. Some low conversation.
Good enough place to start as any.
Kendril moved to the doorway and lowered his pistol.
Baron Dutraad sat on the edge of the bed in the room, his head in his hands. A guard kneeled beside him.
“Be smart,” Kendril cautioned.
The mercenary leapt to his feet and raised his crossbow.
Kendril fired.
The bullet punched into the man’s chest and sent him flying back into the wall. His lifeless body crashed to the floor of the room.
“Not smart,” said Kendril.
Dutraad stood, his mouth agape. “Who—what the devil--?”
Kendril rushed forward. He pocketed his pistol and pulled out the second one.
Dutraad scrambled backwards. His back hit the desk and he stopped abruptly. “Now, listen, I—”
Kendril pistol-whipped the baron across the face.
The man fell to the floor. Blood ran down from his nose. He looked up at Kendril with anger and fear all at once. “How dare you--?”
Kendril grabbed the man by his shirt and dragged him to his feet. He slammed him back against the wall.  “Where’s the Soulbinder?” he barked.
Dutraad stared at him blankly. His mouth fell open again like a frog’s. “I…don’t—what?”
Kendril rammed the barrel of his pistol underneath Dutraad’s chin. 
The man’s head jerked back, his eyes wide and his face white.
“You have exactly five seconds to start talking,” Kendril snarled, “or Eru help me I’ll blow your head clean off. Now where’s the Soulbinder?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Dutraad gasped. “You’re completely mad. A Soul—soul-what?”
Kendril had done his fair share of interrogations before, had learned to read responses in mere seconds. If Dutraad was putting on an act, it was certainly a convincing one. 
He pushed the gun harder against Dutraad’s neck. “Where’s Kara?”
“Lady Maklavir?” Dutraad’s face twisted in sudden anger. “Ashes if I know. She drugged me and tied me up. Nothing more than a common thief. Are you with her?” His eyes flashed to the door of his room. “What have you done to my guards—?”
Kendril took a step back. He snapped the pistol up so that it pointed directly at Dutraad’s forehead. “Where’s Bronwyn?”
“Who?”
“Brionne,” Kendril spat. “Where is she?”
Dutraad blinked. “Brionne? Why on Zanthora would you—?”
It hit Kendril then. A slow, cold feeling that started in the pit of his stomach and worked its way up. 
He had been fooled. They had all been fooled. 
Bronwyn had outsmarted them all. 
Rapid footfalls came from the hall.
Kendril pivoted. He lined up the pistol with the door.
Tomas appeared, breathless. He stared at Dutraad. “You’ve found him. The Soulbinder?”
Kendril scowled and shook his head. He lowered the gun and started towards the door. “See what you can get out of him. I’m searching the rest of the hall.”
Tomas stepped inside the room. He noticed Dutraad’s bleeding nose. “Looks like you’ve already started without me.”
“You took too long.” Kendril started to brush by the other Ghostwalker.
“Better hurry,” Tomas added in a low voice. “We’ll have the city gendarmes on us in no time.” He glanced back in the direction of the stairs. “Olan and Hamis are cleaning up downstairs. He’s not happy with you running off like that.”
“Do I look like I care?” Kendril stepped out into the hall. He looked back at Dutraad. 
The baron was cowering against the wall by the desk.
“Do whatever you have to do to make him talk, Tomas,” Kendril said. 
He started off again down the hall.
 
Maklavir stepped into the muggy warmth of the kitchen. It was a welcome change from the frigid temperature outside. 
Wanara nodded to where Joseph was huddled against one of the cabinets, then lifted her crossbow and hurried off towards the stairs leading out of the kitchen.
Callen closed his herb bag and stood.
Maklavir came over to his side. He looked down at Joseph with concern. “Is he--?”
“He should be fine.” Callen pulled the strap of the bag over his shoulder. “He only got a very light dose of the poison, just a scratch on his arm. Any more and the mithridatum might not have helped.” The Ghostwalker put a hand on Maklavir’s shoulder. “No guarantees, but I think he’ll make it.”
A gunshot echoed from upstairs. There was another scream.
“I need to go,” Callen said with a glance at the stairs. 
Maklavir nodded. “I’ll stay with Joseph until he recovers.” 
Callen nodded, then sprinted up the stairs.
Maklavir sat down next to his friend.
Joseph’s face seemed a healthier color. His breathing was slower and more even now as well. As Maklavir watched, the scout’s eyes flickered open.
“Uhhh…where—?”
The diplomat smiled. “The kitchen of Dutraad’s manor. You were poisoned, old boy. Lucky we had Callen here when we did. He seems to think you’ll pull through well enough now.”
Joseph tried to rise, but collapsed back against the cabinets with a groan.
“Whoa!” Maklavir put his hand on Joseph’s arm. “Now’s hardly the time for any heroics. You were almost dead, for Eru’s sake.”
Joseph tried to say something, but nothing came out. He closed his mouth and swallowed hard.
Maklavir leaned in. “What is it?”
“Kara,” Joseph managed to croak out. “Where’s…Kara?”
 
The room was empty.
Kendril went in with his pistol out and ready anyway.
He stepped carefully across the wooden floor, his eyes watching carefully as he walked. Nadine was still unaccounted for, and she had disappeared a little too abruptly for Kendril’s taste. 
He stopped in front of an open strongbox. Papers were scattered over the floor, along with a spilled coin purse. Pieces of a shattered vase lay on the ground.
Kendril knelt down. He picked up one of the ceramic pieces and stared at it a moment.
Kara. 
There was movement behind him.
Kendril whipped his pistol up in one smooth motion.
Olan appeared in the doorway of the room, sword in hand.
Reluctantly, Kendril lowered his firearm. “It’s a miracle I haven’t shot one of you by now,” he muttered.
“If I had a pistol, I’d shoot you,” Olan returned. “You disobeyed orders.”
Kendril stood. “You mean when you were yelling at me downstairs? I didn’t realize that was an official order.”
Olan came into the room. His eyes fell on the strongbox.  “The Soulbinder?”
Kendril shook his head.
“Vesuna’s blood.” Olan snapped his head towards the other Ghostwalker. “The witch? Kara?”
“Gone.” Kendril tossed the piece of vase to the floor. “Unless they’re both hiding in a closet somewhere here.”
“There’s bloody panic downstairs.” Olan stepped closer, and moved a pile of papers out of the way. He scowled. “A panic that we caused, I might add. The city gendarmes will be here in minutes, if they’re not already.”
Kendril glared menacingly at the man. “You want to say it? Then say it.”
Olan straightened. His eyes flashed. “You destroyed our one chance to get the Soulbinder, Kendril. This plan was idiotic from the start. I said so.”
Kendril didn’t lower his gaze. “You did.”
“Tomorrow’s the new moon. You know what that means.”
Kendril nodded. He looked back towards the strongbox. “It means we’re out of time.”
“You’re through, Kendril.” Olan stepped towards him. “I don’t care if you are Madris’ little darling. I know what you really are, and your little games here in Vorten are done. From now on we do things my way.” Olan turned back towards the room’s door.
“And what exactly is your way?” Kendril asked calmly.
Olan half-turned his head. “We only have one lead. Dutraad. We’re taking him with us. Tomas will have to get the information we need out of him.”
“So now we’re kidnapping a baron?”
“That’s right.”
Kendril shook his head and smirked. 
Olan turned fully around. “What’s so funny?”
“Bronwyn. She was right about me. I am stupid. It was in front of my face the whole time, and I didn’t see it.”
“Didn’t see what?” Olan barked impatiently.
“Kidnapping Baron Dutraad won’t help us. I already talked with him, and he doesn’t know anything. He’s a dupe.”
“A dupe? And you figured this out after talking to him for thirty seconds?”
“I did.”
Olan narrowed his eyes. “Are you insane? Dutraad was behind the whole thing. You said so yourself. It was his carriage that had the assassin, the witch was here at his estate. His house guards were obviously in on the whole thing.”
Kendril gave a slow nod. “Right on all counts.”
“Then Dutraad must have been the one behind this whole conspiracy.”
The Ghostwalker gave a bitter smile. “Right again.”
Olan ground his teeth in frustration. “Then what’s the problem?”
Kendril turned his head towards Olan. “The problem,” he said quietly, “is that we have the wrong Dutraad.”
 



Chapter 7
 
The carriage pitched and weaved as it rattled down the icy street. A rider came up next to the window, his horse keeping pace with the vehicle.
“No sign of Captain Mayer or the others, my lady,” he said through the scarf that covered the lower half of his face. His greatcoat and hat were covered were covered with snow. “There’s a commotion back at the house.”
“Not our concern,” said Bronwyn carelessly. She shifted on her seat and pulled her shawl up against the cold wind blowing in through the open carriage window. “We’re not going back there again.”
The rider ducked his head as he passed under a hanging wooden sign. “But my lady, Captain May—”
“Martyrs for our cause, Lieutenant Veringer,” Bronwyn replied smoothly. She pressed the seal onto a final envelope, then shoved the letter she had been holding into a stack of others, all tied together by string. She lifted the bundle and handed them through the windows to the rider. “These must go out tonight. Deliver them by hand, Captain.”
The man swallowed, then took the letters and spun his horse around.
Nadine smiled from where she sat beside Bronwyn. “The goddess rises.”
Bronwyn glanced over at the assassin. “No thanks to you. I gave you a simple little assignment. Kill Kendril and his friend. Now really, was that so hard?”
Nadine’s smile disappeared. The white mask that covered half her face looked ghostly and strange in the darkness of the carriage. “The Ghostwalker proved…resourceful, my lady.”
Bronwyn closed the window, shivering against the cold. “Oh, well. I suppose I should be angrier, but I admit half of me would be sorry to see dear old Kendril dead. He really is too much fun.” She glanced over at Nadine. “If he shows up before tomorrow night, however, you really must kill him. We can’t allow any more slip-ups.” She looked over at the seat directly across from her. “Why Mina, you’re trembling! Do you need another blanket?”
Lady Dutraad tore her gaze from the window and looked over at Bronywn. “N-n-no my lady. I just…B-b-baron Dutraad, my husband, I d-d-don’t know if—”
Bronwyn leaned forward and took both of Mina’s hands in her own. “Take a deep breath, my dear. We’ve talked about this before. I know it’s hard, believe me I do. I wish there was some other way, but there isn’t.”
Mina turned her head towards the window again. Her face was pale. “B-b-but—”
“Shhhh,” Bronwyn whispered. “You want to be beautiful, don’t you?”
Mina closed her eyes. “Yes.”
Bronwyn smiled. “Trust the goddess. She will make you beautiful beyond your wildest dreams. The most beautiful woman in all of Zanthora.” She sat back in the seat, and glanced over at the bound, unconscious form of Kara leaning against the opposite side of the carriage. “You will see, Mina. Only one more day, and Indigoru will rise again.”
 
“The city gendarmes are outside,” said Hamis. He nodded down the central hall to the house’s front doors. “What’s the plan, Olan?”
The Ghostwalker commander reached the bottom of the flight of stairs. He looked around the mansion’s central hall. Behind him came Tomas, dragging a pale-faced Dutraad with a dagger to the baron’s throat.
Kendril came behind the three of them. His face was calm, but his eyes sparked with fire.
“We may have to fight our way out.” Olan glanced back at the huddle of house servants. The workers were huddled fearfully against one wall. They were watching the armed Ghostwalkers fearfully.
Kendril looked over at Olan. “Fight the city gendarmes? Have you completely lost your mind?”
“Funny,” said Maklavir from where he leaned against a side table, “usually I’m asking you that question.”
“How many gendarmes?” Olan asked Hamis, ignoring Kendril entirely.
The bald, bearded Ghostwalker shrugged. “Only got a glimpse. I’d say at least a dozen. Maybe more. They’re massing to enter the house.”
“Yes,” said Kendril, his voice dripping with sarcasm, “and I seem to remember when the guard count for the mansion was only at a dozen, too. I counted more than that here tonight.”
“That wasn’t my fault,” Tomas said quickly. “Dutraad obviously hired more guards—”
“Save it,” snapped Olan. “We need to stay focused. What about a back way out?”
Hamis shook his head. “Gendarmes have the mansion surrounded. There’s no way we’re sneaking out of here.”
Maklavir stepped closer to Kendril as the Ghostwalkers continued to debate. “Kara?” he whispered.
Kendril shook his head glumly. “No sign. I think Bronwyn…took her.”
Maklavir lifted his eyebrows in surprise. “Great Eru, why?”
“I don’t know. But there was no body, and no other sign of her.” He looked over in the direction of the kitchen. “Joseph?”
“He’s recovering. Still can’t stand.” Maklavir crossed his arms. “Worried about Kara, of course. First thing he asked about. I think I’ll let you break the news to him that she’s gone. old chap.”
Kendril scowled. “Great.”
Olan turned back to them. “It’s decided. We’re fighting our way out, and bringing Dutraad with us.”
Kendril sighed. “Brilliant, Olan. Sounds like a good way to get us all killed.”
Maklavir made a face. “Actually, I was just thinking it sounded an awful lot like one of your plans, Kendril.”
Olan stared hard at the Ghostwalker. “I wasn’t asking you.”
“Good, because I wasn’t going to follow such a stupid order,” Kendril shot back.
Olan put one hand on the hilt of his sheathed sword.
Kendril rolled his eyes and put his hand on the handle of one of his pistols. “I have guns, Olan.”
“I’m confused,” said Maklavir drolly. “Are the two of you going to kill each other before or after we break out of here?”
Olan opened his mouth to answer.
The handles on the front doors of the mansion turned.
Olan and Hamis instantly dropped into battle positions. Callen ducked back behind a marble statue set against one wall. Kendril whipped out both pistols and aimed them down the hallway.
Maklavir looked up at the ceiling with a sigh. “Here we go again.”
The doors swung open.
Everyone tensed, weapons at the ready.
Madris limped in, leaning heavily on her cane as she walked. Beside her came a gendarme captain in full uniform. He deftly removed his tall bearskin hat as he entered.
Olan’s eyes widened. He lowered his sword. “Madris? What—?”
“Stand down,” the elderly Ghostwalker announced. “I have worked things out with Captain Potemkin here. We are surrendering.”
“Surrendering?” Kendril and Olan blurted at the same time. 
They looked at each other.
“Surrendering,” Madris repeated. “Throwing down our weapons, giving ourselves over into the custody of the gendarmes, and making sure no one dies in the process.”
“Madris,” said Maklavir with a boyish grin, “I could kiss you right now.”
“You’ve all caused quite a bit of chaos here,” Potemkin said curtly. “I’m afraid I’ll have to ask you all to do as asked, or I’ll have to order my men outside to come in and use force to disarm you.” He gave the frightened figure of Dutraad a measured glance. “We will consider any charges or accusations that any party may wish to file against you at that point.”
Olan ignored the captain and looked over at Madris. “This doesn’t help us, Madris. We have Dutraad—”
“But you don’t have the Soulbinder, do you?” Madris looked around at each of the Ghostwalkers. “Or the witch that Kendril recognized.” She sighed and leaned heavily on her cane. “This situation is out of our control. At this point the threat is too big for us to continue this covertly. All of Vorten is at risk, as I’ve explained to Captain Potemkin here.”
“But—” Olan sputtered.
“We have one day to find the Soubinder,” Madris said sharply. “One day. We will need the assistance of the gendarmes before this is over, and possibly even the city’s Trained Bands.” She looked directly at Olan. “You know what is at stake here Olan. We can’t afford to let our pride get in the way. Night hangs over all of Zanthora.”
The Ghostwalker commander’s face changed colors. His hand wound tight around the hilt of his sword. He closed his eyes, then lowered his weapon. “Ghostwalkers, stand down.” He paused a brief second. “Tomas, release Baron Dutraad.” 
There was a clunk of dropped objects behind him as the others set their weapons on the ground.
Dutraad staggered away, rubbing his neck and coughing.
Olan looked at Madris. “I hope you know what you’re doing, Madris.”
“So do I,” Madris said softly. She turned her head to the gendarme beside her. “You can call in your men, captain. We will not resist you.”
Kendril shook his head as he deposited his pistols on the floor. “And I just got these back,” he muttered to Maklavir.
“Actually,” the diplomat said with a smirk, “I’m surprised that you’re not trying to shoot your way out of here right now.”
“What?” said Kendril as he tossed his sword on the ground. “And miss Olan getting humiliated in front of everyone? Believe me, that’s worth surrendering for.”
 
The glow-globes in the great hall had been turned back on, the candles all snuffed out. The glaring white light seemed strange after the soft orange glow of the fluttering flames that had lit the Candle Ice festivities just an hour before. 
The hall itself was now a strangely empty place. Instruments lay abandoned where the orchestra had been playing. The punch bowl on the far table had been tipped over in the confusion of the nobles’ exodus. Shattered glass and a large red puddle still covered the floor, ignored by the terrified servants of the manor. 
The Ghostwalkers were gathered around the hearth at the far end of the room. The untended fire was slowly dying out, nothing but glowing embers. 
Armed gendarmes stood about the room, their faces as cold and unyielding as the Valmingaard winter.
Joseph sat slumped in a chair, his face a grimace. Maklavir and Kendril both hovered nearby.
“We have to find her,” Joseph said.
“We can’t search the whole city, old bean,” Maklavir responded quietly. He glanced over to where Madris, Olan, and Captain Potemkin were deep in muted conversation. “Even if they do let us go.”
Joseph closed his eyes. The poison was almost worked out of his system, but he was still extraordinarily weak. Kendril and Maklavir had had to practically carry him here to the manor’s great hall. “You promised you would keep her safe,” he said to Kendril.
The Ghostwalker didn’t look at his friend. “She was on her own with Dutraad. I couldn’t reach her.”
Joseph looked up at his friend, a pained expression in his eyes. “I trusted you, Kendril.”
Maklavir looked down at the ground and shuffled his feet nervously. 
Kendril turned his head to Joseph. “You shouldn’t have. It wasn’t a promise I could keep.”
“Then we find her,” Joseph said. He gave a great cough. “You got Kara into this.”
Kendril turned his head away irritably. “She got herself into this. She knew—”
“Don’t give me that,” Joseph responded fiercely. He pushed himself forward in the chair. “You owe her. You owe me. Don’t stop until you find her. Promise me.”
Kendril didn’t look back at his friend. “I promise,” he said at last.
Joseph collapsed back in the chair, exhausted by the simple effort. He closed his eyes. “Is she even still alive?”
Kendril stared at the windows of the great hall. The snow flaked steadily against the glass. “They didn’t kill her. I don’t know why.” He looked back at Joseph. “She’s alive, Joseph. We’ll find her. You’ll find her.”
The scout gave strangled chuckle. “I can barely move, Kendril.”
“It’s just the poison. Callen said that it’s already working itself out. Just rest, and you’ll be on your feet again in no time.”
Joseph nodded, but said nothing. He leaned his head back against the high back of the chair.
Maklavir stepped up to Kendril. “We can’t find Kara while we’re stuck here,” he whispered. “What are the gendarmes going to do with us?”
“I don’t know,” Kendril whispered back. He glanced at Joseph to make sure the scout wasn’t overhearing them. “We have to wait this out. Madris knows what she is doing.”
“Kara may not have much time,” Maklavir responded. “The other Ghostwalkers keep talking about tomorrow night being important—”
“The new moon,” Kendril said. “Bronwyn will be able to use the Soulbinder then.”
Maklavir rolled his eyes. “Lovely. But why did this witch take Kara with her? And where are they now?”
Kendril looked across the hall to where Baron Dutraad was heatedly discussing something with Captain Potemkin. “I don’t know,” he admitted. “But I have a feeling that Dutraad there is the key.”
Maklavir raised his eyebrows in confusion. “I thought you said Dutraad’s wife was the one supporting Bronwyn and this cult?”
Kendril nodded. “But Baron Dutraad is the only link we have to Lady Dutraad. Unless we find something here in the house, he’s the best bet we have to finding Bronwyn and Kara.”
“But what—?” Maklavir started to ask.
Potemkin, Dutraad, Olan, and Madris walked towards them. 
Dutraad’s face was a storm of rage. “I want all of them executed, Captain. Immediately.”
“Please, my lord,” Potemkin replied, “we’re still trying to straighten out the details here.”
“Details?” Dutraad eyed the group of Ghostwalkers. “These fantaics invaded my home, killed my personal guard, threatened my servants, and attempted to rob me. What more details could you possibly need?”
“Your house has been the center of a cult of Seteru worship in Vorten,” Madris said calmly. “A cult which you may very well have been aware of, Baron.”
“That’s preposterous,” Dutraad thundered. “By Eru, Captain, if you don’t handle this right now I’ll see that you never work in this town again. Don’t think I can’t. Take these Ghostwalkers outside and shoot the lot of them.”
“I understand your frustration, my lord,” Potemkin responded in a conciliatory tone. “I am as—” he glanced at the group of black-cloaked Ghostwalkers, “suspicious of these cultists as you are. But their arguments do have some disturbing merit to them. My men found certain…” he shifted uncomfortably, “books in your rooms that are occultic in nature.”
Dutraad gave Olan and Madris a hate-filled glare. “I collect esoteric volumes, Captain, nothing more. Surely you don’t think that I am some kind of…of…Seteru worshipper?”
“I understand, my lord,” the steady Potemkin replied. “But as you can see, I have to withhold any rash decisions until I can determine—”
A gendarme, his bearskin hat glistening with melted snow, came up to the Captain and saluted. “My apologies, Captain. One of the Ghostwalkers has returned.”
Potemkin lifted his bushy eyebrows in surprise.
Madris nodded. “That would be Wanara. I believe you will find what she is bringing with her most enlightening, Captain.”
Potemkin gave the elderly Ghostwalker a strange look, then nodded at the gendarme. “Show the Ghostwalker in, sergeant.”
The man motioned to the doors of the great hall. 
Wanara entered the room, escorted by two burly gendarmes. She came up to Potemkin, bowed her head, and handed him a letter.
“I demand to know what this is all about,” Dutraad roared. “This is my house, for Eru’s sake.”
Potemkin examined the parchment in his hand. He looked up at Madris and Olan. “This is the royal seal of Valmingaard,” he said.
“That it is,” said Madris. 
Dutraad snapped his mouth shut.
The surrounding gendarmes looked at their Captain curiously.
Potemkin tore open the letter and stepped close to one of the room’s glow-globes. He read in silence for a minute or so, then turned back around. “Sergeant, give these Ghostwalkers back their arms. They are to be treated with every courtesy and respect. Is that understood?”
The gendarme stared at his commanding officer in shock. “Sir?”
Potemkin waved the letter in his hand. “This is a writ of authorization straight from the King himself.” He glared over at Madris and Olan. “You might have saved a lot of trouble if you had shown this to me before all…this.”
“I’ve never had to use it before,” Madris confirmed. “We Ghostwalkers prefer to work in the shadows whenever possible, Captain. When we step into the light our enemies see us as well as our allies But now we need your help. Vorten is in serious danger.”
“This is outrageous!” Dutraad screamed. He pointed a finger at the Ghostwalkers. “Captain, as Eru is my witness, I swear if you don’t arrest these murderers right now I’ll have you guarding coal mines in Kalingland!”
“Apologies, my lord,” Potemkin responded stiffly, “but I’m afraid that I can’t argue with a Royal writ.” He eyed Olan and Madris suspiciously. “These Ghostwalkers have friends in high places.”
“So do I,” Dutraad snapped. “The King will hear about this, I promise. I’ll have you all hanged.”
Madris took a step towards the baron, her cane tapping on the hard floor of the hall. “We shall see, Baron Dutraad. In the meantime, we have questions to ask you concerning your wife and staff. Captain Potemkin, I formally request that this man be remanded into our cust—”
One of the gendarmes, a man just to Potemkin’s left, unslung his musket from where it hung on his shoulder. 
Potemkin turned in surprise. He opened his mouth to say something.
“Despair rises!” the gendarme shouted. He swung the loaded musket up to his shoulder.
It was pointed at Dutraad.
The baron fell back. He raised one hand instinctively to protect himself against the inevitable shot.
Kendril leaped forward, but he was too far away.
The musket flashed and exploded.
The bullet pounded into the ceiling above. Bits of plaster floated down from the impact.
Olan had one strong hand on the barrel of the musket he had wrenched up just in time.
Potemkin drew his saber.
The gendarme let go of the spent musket and went for a pistol tucked into his belt.
Olan didn’t pause. He grasped the musket with both hands and slammed the stock into the gendarme’s face.
The man crashed back to the floor, his face a bloody mess.
Another gendarme stepped forward and swung his musket up towards Dutraad.
Olan snapped his head over towards the new threat. “Kendril!” he barked.
Kendril slammed his elbow into the man’s face.
The gendarme crashed back into the wall by the hearth. The musket was still clenched in his hands. He twisted it, bringing it to bear on Kendril.
Kendril snarled like a wolf released from a cage. He crashed bodily into the gendarme and drove the man hard against the wall.
The musket banged out. 
The shot knocked out a leg from a nearby table. It crashed to the floor along with about a dozen plates.
The gendarme struggled for his sword.
Kendril rammed his fist into the man’s face.
The gendarme’s head lurched back, cracking hard against the wall behind him. He slumped to the ground.
The first gendarme staggered back to his feet. His pistol was in his hand.
“Stand down, gendarme!” Potemkin roared. The tip of his saber was pointed at the gendarme’s throat.
Dutraad melted back behind a table. Sheer terror was on his face.
The first gendarme stared at Potemkin, then Dutraad.
“I gave you an order!” Potemkin bellowed. “Drop that pistol, gendarme!”
“You will all burn in the fires of Despair,” the man said. He smiled through the blood that streamed down his face. “The goddess rises.”
Before anyone could react, he put the pistol to his head and pulled the trigger.
Everyone in the room stared at the two fallen gendarmes for a moment in horrified silence.
Potemkin himself seemed completely at a loss. “What on Zanthora--?” he said at last. He stared at the shattered body of the man who had been one of his gendarmes just a few seconds before. “How--?”
“Eru in Pelos,” Madris breathed. “This situation is more severe than I imagined.” She looked up at Olan and Kendril. “Vorten has been compromised.”
Kendril picked up the fallen gendarme’s sword. He looked back at Madris. “That’s what one of the kitchen maids told me. I thought she was exaggerating.”
Potemkin whirled to face Madris. “Are you telling me that these…cultists are everywhere in the city?”
Madris peered down at the corpse of the first gendarme. “They’ve certainly infiltrated your command, Captain.”
There was a moment of silence in the hall. 
Potemkin looked at the gendarme sergeant. “Have the men’s barracks searched. If any gendarme is found in possession of occultic pamphlets or materials, they are to be immediately arrested. Is that understood?”
The sergeant blinked. “Which barracks, sir?”
“All of them,” Potemkin snapped. “The whole city. See to it personally, sergeant. Assign men you can trust.”
The gendarme sergeant stared at the two fallen men. “Begging your pardon, sir, but five minutes ago I thought we could trust them.”
“We need to speak with the Lord Mayor,” Madris said in her quiet voice. “Immediately, Captain.”
Potemkin nodded his head. His eyes were still fastened on the dead body just a few yards away from him. “Garonin. Served under me for…four, five years?” He shook his head in bewilderment. “This is insane. Absolutely insane.”
Dutraad stared wildly at the two fallen gendarmes. “I want protection, Captain! Trustworthy men—” His eyes lit up as an idea flashed into his head. “My regiment. I need to call them up—”
“Ashes you will,” growled Olan. “You’ll be in protection all right, your lordship. Our protection.”
Dutraad’s mouth fell open. His face was deathly white. “Look, I—I don’t know anything. About any of this. I had no idea that—well, that Mina, or Brionne—”
“You know something,” said Kendril sharply. “Even if you don’t realize it.” He pointed at the two fallen gendarmes. “They wouldn’t have tried to kill you if you didn’t.”
Potemkin gave Dutraad a long hard look. “By royal decree, I am required to extend you Ghostwalkers every courtesy, but the line stops at allowing you to take an innocent man and torture him for information.”
“Hardly innocent,” Kendril mumbled.
Madris shot the Ghostwalker a glare. “I assure you, Captain, there will be no torture. But I must insist that Baron Dutraad be formally remanded into our custody. I am afraid that time here is of the essence.”
Potemkin scrunched up his face. “Why? Are these cultists plotting something?”
Kendril and Olan exchanged glances. Maklavir cleared his throat.
“I think that is something I should discuss with the Lord Mayor,” Madris replied.
Potemkin frowned. “I see.” He looked down at the letter in his hand. “This is all highly irregular.”
“I know, Captain,” Madris continued in her infinitely patient tone. “But it is necessary. Many lives are at stake here.”
Potemkin gave the elderly woman a sour glance. “I would say I have only your word on that, but it seems that two of my own gendarmes have made a very convincing argument for your position. I’m willing to give you the benefit of the doubt for now, at least until the Lord Mayor gives me other orders.”
Madris gave a polite bow of her head. “Thank you, Captain.”
Potemkin gestured to the baron. “Dutraad is now in your custody, Madris. Question him all you like, but I expect him to come to no harm in your care. And for now I want him to remain here at his estate.”
Dutraad’s eyes burned with fire. “You…mark my words, Captain, I’ll have your head for this.”
“You may indeed, your lordship,” Potemkin responded amiably, “but considering the circumstances that’s a risk I’m willing to take.”
Olan and Hamis grabbed the flustered Dutraad and escorted from the room, followed closely by two of Potemkin’s gendarmes.
“We would also like to interrogate that one as well,” Madris asked gently. She nodded her head at the unconscious gendarme, now disarmed and surrounded by two other burly gendarmes.
“He’s one of mine,” Dutraad responded roughly. “Or at least he made us think he was. You can question him after I’m done with him.” He handed the royal letter back to Madris. “Sorry, Ghostwalker, but courtesy only goes so far. I’ve got a city to protect here, and I need answers.”
“So do we all.” Madris took the letter and tucked it away inside her black cloak. “Things may well get worse before they get better, Captain. I hope we can trust on your full support?”
Potemkin pulled himself up to his full height. “Trust seems to be something in short supply as of late, Madris.”
“Fair enough,” the elderly woman agreed. She turned and limped from the room, her cane clacking across the floor as she went.
Joseph stood from the chair with a grunt. He swayed and balanced himself by grabbing the mantelpiece. 
“And where do you think you’re going?” Makalvir said with a raised eyebrow. “You can barely stand, for Eru’s sake.”
“Someone has to find Kara,” Joseph said between breaths, “and we’re not going to do it by sitting around here.”
Kendril sighed and looked over towards the door. “Dutraad is our best bet, Joseph. Right now, he’s our only one.”
“I hope so,” said Joseph between his teeth. He turned to face the Ghostwalker. “Because Eru help me, Kendril, if anything happens to her I’m holding you responsible.”
“Now, Joseph,” said Maklavir in a low voice, “this isn’t Kendril’s fault. He didn’t mean to—”
“Didn’t he?” Joseph retorted. “I’m starting to wonder if Olan was right about you, Kendril. Do you really care about anyone? Or are we all just playing pieces on a gameboard to you?” He wiped cold sweat from his forehead, his hand clenched tight on the mantelpiece. “I won’t let you sacrifice Kara, Kendril. Not now, not ever. Do you understand?”
The Ghostwalker glowered at his friend, but didn’t respond.
“Sit down, Joseph,” Maklavir ordered in a firm but kind voice. “Callen said you shouldn’t be on your feet yet.” He put a hand on Joseph’s shoulder. “We’ll find her, old boy, you have my word. Now Tuldor’s beard, sit down before you pass out.”
Joseph looked over at Kendril. “You’re all about penance, right? Well add this to your list. Get Kara back.”
He collapsed down into the chair again, out of breath.
Kendril stared down at his friend for a moment, then turned and walked out of the room.
 



Chapter 8
 
The first thing Kara felt as she slowly regained consciousness was the throbbing pain in the back of her head.
The second was grinding self-blame.
It came back to her all in one fuzzy moment. The Dutraad estate. The guards chasing her. Opening the strongbox.
The Soulbinder. Eru, she had had it in her hands, and then…
And then she had let someone sneak up behind her. 
Some thief she was. Back in New Marlin she would never have been so careless. She was just lucky that she had only got a knock on the head, and not a knife across her throat.
She tried to move her arms. 
Nothing. They were tied securely behind her back. She couldn’t even feel her hands any more. The ropes were so tight they had completely cut off the circulation.
So he had been captured. But by who? And what for? Why had they not just killed her?
Not, of course, that she wasn’t grateful to still be alive.
Her legs were tied, too. There was a gag in her mouth that tasted awful. 
She blinked her eyes open, trying to take stock of her surroundings.
It was dark. The air smelled of dust, mold, and mothballs. Looking around, she saw several unmoving figures standing in rows on either side. 
Startled, it took her a moment to realize that she was looking at racks of clothing, with various hats and helmets hanging on top.
So where was she? A closet? If so, it was certainly a large one.
Kara peered hard at the clothes hanging in front of her. Through the gloom she began to make out capes, suits of armor, fur-lined vests, and silken robes from the Spice Lands.
Costumes. They were costumes.
It was a closet, then. Some kind of costume and props closet for…for what?
Kara twisted, pulling at the ropes that bound her fast. 
It was no good. Whoever had tied her up had certainly known what they were doing. The ropes didn’t give an inch.
There was a whining creak as the door to the room opened. A golden light bobbed into view, illuminating a pale face above it.
Kara stopped struggling and stared at the newcomer. 
It was Bronwyn.
“I know you can’t speak, so I won’t bother to ask you any questions,” said the witch with a smile. She set the candle down on the floor next to the bound redhead. “Honestly, it wouldn’t make much of a difference anyway.”
Kara glared at the dark-haired woman. She didn’t bother at trying to spit any words past the gag or twisting uselessly in her bonds. She was determined not to give Bronwyn that pleasure.
“So,” said Bronwyn as she knelt down near Kara, “you’re finally awake, and you’re no doubt wondering why you’re not dead yet. I think that’s a fair enough question.” She drew a dagger from behind her back. The steel reflected the orange candlelight. “I could kill you right now if I really wanted to.” She gave a smug grin. “Truth be told, you falling into my hands right now is an unexpected boon. I have use for you.” She slid the edge of the dagger up against Kara’s throat.
The thief tensed. She continued to stare directly at Bronwyn.
“Well, well,” the witch said, “you’re a brave one, aren’t you? Are you a Ghostwalker, too, like Kendril? Or just some red-haired strumpet he picked up along the way?” She cocked her head. “Don’t tell me you’re actually married to that buffoon Maklavir?” She sighed. “That would probably be the most disappointing revelation of all. At any rate, it really doesn’t matter.”
Kara couldn’t help herself. She pulled at the ropes around her hands as subtly as she could. She was desperate to get loose and bash this arrogant witch in the face.
Nothing. The bonds were too tight.
“You see, my little magpie,” Bronwyn crooned softly, “in just a few hours you will play a very instrumental part in the greatest moment in Zanthoran history. You should really feel quite honored.”
Kara resisted the overwhelming urge to scream obscenities through the gag filling her mouth.
Bronwyn leaned over the helpless redhead and brought her mouth right next to Kara’s ear. “The goddess will be reborn,” she whispered. “Too bad you won’t be alive to see it.”
 
“For Eru’s sake, Callen, I told you to tie her up.” Kendril turned from the window of the room, his face drawn in frustration.
“Forgive me,” the other Ghostwalker sounded back, “I guess I was a little too busy saving your friend from certain death. Besides, the whole house was in confusion, and I had nothing to tie her up with. She looked like she could have been dead, for all I knew.”
“Well she wasn’t,” Kendril snapped. He shook his head angrily. “And now she’s gotten out right from under our noses. Ashes, Lillette could have given us information, maybe where Bronwyn escaped to, or what part Lady Dutraad is playing in all this…anything. Now we’re just left with more questions.”
“We still have the gendarme,” Hamis said in a conciliatory tone. “He might give us something.”
“He hasn’t said a word,” Tomas said glumly. He cracked the top of a beer bottle and took a long swig. “At least not according to Potemkin. The man’s either scared to death or convinced he’s got nothing to lose. Either way, he’s not talking.”
“They should let you have a crack at him, Tomas my boy,” Hamis put in jovially. “You’d make him sing like a canary.”
Tomas considered the bottle in his hand contemplatively. “I might. The gendarmes haven’t exactly offered to let me try.”
Kendril smacked his gloved hands together. “That just leaves Dutraad.”
Callen gave a weary shake of his head from where he sat on a piano bench. “I don’t think Dutraad knows anything, Kendril. Olan and Madris have been going at him for hours now.”
Hamis snorted. “I’m surprised they haven’t called Tomas in yet.”
“They will,” Tomas said darkly. He took another drink. “But only when they don’t care about bleeding the good baron like a stuck pig.”
“My,” said Maklavir from where he sat at the room’s only table, “what a marvelously revolting thought.” He glanced over at Kendril. “Not that you ever seem to need much urging to do anything, Kendril my lad, but how long exactly are we going to just sit here?”
Kendril crossed his arms. His eyes watched the snow falling outside the room’s windows. The first cold streaks of gray were dawning over Vorten. “I don’t know,” he admitted.
“Every second we wait,” said Joseph with quiet gravity, “is one less second that Kara may have.”
“One less second that Vorten might have, too,” Tomas added blackly. 
Olan appeared in the doorway to the room. He looked over at Kendril. “Madris wants you.”
“Uh-oh,” said Hamis with a broad grin, “you’re in trouble now, mate.”
 
The hallway was deserted, like most of the Dutraad estate. Through the windows Kendril caught glimpses of armed gendarmes stationed outside by the mansion’s gates, as well as riders patrolling the street outside. Morning had come to Vorten at last, although the sky was still a carpet of thick clouds. The snow had slowed to a few scattered flakes.
At the last window of the hall Kendril noticed a fancy carriage parked outside the front of the house.
“I was wrong about you,” Olan said in the silence of the hall. “I’ve always thought you were a cruel, cold-hearted fiend who didn’t know how to take orders or work with others.”
Kendril remained silent, following slightly behind the other Ghostwalker.
“Not a team-player, maybe,” Olan continued, “but still good at what you did. Being a Ghostwalker. Hunting down the darkness wherever it took you.” He turned to face Kendril. The corridor was in a dim half-light, the glow-globes all turned off with the coming of morning. “But you’ve slipped, Kendril. Gotten soft. I use to think you didn’t care about anyone. Now I think you care about these friends of yours too much.”
Kendril looked the man in the eyes. “You really want to start this again?”
Olan smiled coldly. “Just expressing an opinion. A Soulbinder’s in the hands of a witch, and it’s all your fault. You made the wrong call, convinced Madris you could do the impossible. If we had stormed this place from the start—”
“If we had done that,” Kendril said in a measured tone, “then we would have missed Bronwyn entirely, and she and Lady Dutraad would still have undoubtedly managed to slip out of our grasp while we were dealing with the guards and trying to capture Baron Dutraad at the same time.”
“You just can’t admit when you’ve made a mistake, can you?” Olan taunted.
“I thought you said Madris wanted to see me.”
Olan stepped to one side. “She did. The Lord Mayor is here.”
Kendril began walking again. “How’s it going?”
Olan stepped in beside him. “Not good.”
“Who’s watching Dutraad?”
“Posted a couple of gendarmes on him.” Olan gave a weary shrug. “No way to tell how trustworthy they are, but at this point I’m not sure if we can get anything useful out of the good Baron anyway. I won’t shed too many tears if he winds up dead.”
They reached the open door of a large room. The sound of intense conversation came from within.
“After you,” Olan said. He gestured to the open door.
Kendril stepped inside the room.
“This all sounds like a bunch of bloody nonsense to me.” A rotund man with an enormous beard stomped back and forth across the carpet. His fat fist pumped the air as he walked. “Demons? Witches? Bah. Fairy tales, I say.”
Madris sat in a chair by the windows. Her cane rested against the wall behind her. “I assure you, Lord Mayor, there are no fairy tales here. We are in danger of another Despair beginning right here in Vorten.”
“Bah. More fairy tales.” The Lord Mayor slapped a hand down on the banquet table that filled the room. Several nearby goblets rattled. “You know what I see that’s quite real? You and your cronies barging into the home of an upstanding citizen of Vorten, murdering a dozen people, causing a near-panic in the Vines, then overawing the good Captain here with an official-looking document.”
Potemkin’s face flushed. “Sir, I object. The letter is quite in order—”
The Lord Mayor waved his pudgy hand dismissively. “Yes, yes. It certainly appears that way, I agree. We’ll see in a few days when we get confirmation from the court at Varnost.”
“You must understand, Lord Mayor,” said Madris in her ever quiet voice, “you may have only hours in which to act, not days.”
“Well isn’t that convenient for you,” the large man sneered. His gaze turned to Kendril. “And who is this? Another of your cultists?”
“This is Kendril,” Madris responded. Her face seemed unusually pale from lack of sleep. “He is the Ghostwalker who discovered the conspiracy here in Vorten. I thought you might want to ask him some questions.”
“I have yet to see any evidence of this so-called conspiracy,” the Lord Mayor announced to the room. “The handiwork of you and your Ghostwalkers, on the other hand, is quite clear.”
Potemkin cleared his throat nervously. “If you’ll forgive me, your honor, there does seem to be evidence of a pagan cult of sorts. Two of my men attacked the Baron right in front of me, shouting something about—”
“So you’ve told me,” the Lord Mayor interrupted sharply. He turned his attention back to Madris. “As far as I’m concerned, you and your kind are as bad as any pagan cultists. Worse, in fact. You meddle in affairs that aren’t yours to deal in, acting like judge, jury and executioner all rolled into one, killing and imprisoning hardworking citizens at your leisure.” The Lord Mayor stabbed his finger towards Madris. “Well I won’t have it in my city. I don’t care what kind of paperwork you wave around.”
Madris and Olan exchanged a look.
Potemkin shuffled his feet. His hat was cradled under his arm. “Forgive me again, sir, but the pagan cultists—”
“There you are with that conspiracy nonsense again,” the Lord Mayor bellowed. “A day ago we didn’t have any pagan cultists in Vorten. Not until these accursed Ghostwalkers showed up and started shooting people at parties!”
Madris’ face stayed as serene as her tone. “It is true that before we arrived, the cultists had not yet revealed themselves, Lord Mayor, but that does not mean—”
“What it means,” the man interrupted yet again, “is that the only fanatics who I see causing problems in this city are you lot.” He swung his accusing finger around at the black-cloaked figures in the room. “Captain Potemkin,” the Lord Mayor said, “what are the charges against Baron Dutraad?”
The gendarme captain shuffled his feet uneasily. “Well, sir, I don’t rightly know if—”
“Then I want him released.” The Lord Mayor looked directly at Madris. “Immediately.”
Potemkin took a step forward. “Sir, if I may—”
“No,” the Lord Mayor spat, “you may not. Tuldor’s beard, we’re at the height of Candle Ice festivities. The last thing we need right now is a load of nonsense about demons and despair.” He turned to Madris. “Royal warrant or not, you and your Ghostwalkers are not welcome in my city. Do you understand? I won’t have—”
“Is no one going to shut this fool up?” Kendril said.
Potemkin took a deep breath.
Madris half-rose out of the chair. She glared at Kendril.
The Lord Mayor whirled around. “What did you call—?”
“A fool,” Kendril repeated. “You’re worried about Candle Ice celebrations when the fate of your whole city is at stake?”
The Lord Mayor’s face contorted with rage. “I will not –”
Kendril stepped forward. The look on his face was enough to cow a tiger. “Your idiocy is putting the life of every person in this city at stake. We are on the verge of another Despair. It will start in Vorten and spread like wildfire through the rest of Rothland unless we stop it right here and now.”
“How dare—” the Lord Mayer spluttered. The vein in his forehead stood out like a pounding hammer.
“Every Despair has been accompanied with invasions, civil wars, barbarian raids, and slaughter,” Kendril stormed.  “Every one.”
“Kendril,” Madris hissed between her teeth.
“This one will be no different,” Kendril continued, his eyes flashing dangerously. “The enemy have picked Vorten for the birth of this Despair. There is no way of knowing how many supporters they have in this city, how many cults there may be working together. We know the city is compromised. We just don’t know how badly. You may well have a civil war on your hands, and you’re worried about some Void-cursed winter festival?”
The Lord Mayor had managed to get himself into some kind of composure. He thrust a finger at Kendril. “Captain, arrest that man.”
Madris shut her mouth and closed her eyes.
Potemkin stared at the Lord Mayor in surprise. “What for?”
“Slander,” blurted the large man. “Verbally assaulting a public official. Eru knows I don’t care, just clap him in irons.” He swept his gaze across Olan and Madris. “Clap them all in irons.”
“Your honor,” said Potemkin slowly, as if weighing each word carefully before speaking it, “they have a Royal authorization—”
“I don’t care,” the Lord Mayor fumed, “I won’t be treated this way by a murderer, and I certainly won’t stand by while he and his cronies kill people in their own homes.”
Madris grabbed her cane and painfully rose to her feet with its assistance. “Lord Mayor, I don’t believe we are properly impressing upon you the level of authority the King of Valmingaard has bestowed upon our order.”
The Lord Mayor cracked his head around. “What on Zanthora does that mean?”
“If you don’t quiet down and listen,” said Madris in a voice as cold and hard as steel, “I will have to ask Captain Potemkin to place you under arrest until this crisis is averted.”
The mayor’s mouth dropped open. He looked over at the gendarme captain behind him.
Potemkin shifted the hat that was tucked under his arm. “I’m afraid, sir, that the writ of authorization they have is quite…open-ended.”
The Lord Mayor swiveled his head back towards Madris. “This…this is a rebellion. An insurrection!”
“The insurrection hasn’t started yet,” said Olan gravely. “But it will very soon, unless we find and stop it.”
“What on Zanthora are you talking about?” The Lord Mayor demanded.
“One of Dutraad’s guests was a witch, a servant of the Seteru,” Madris answered. “We infiltrated this house in the hopes of securing a Soulbinder we believed was here, an ancient artifact that can summon a demon to this realm and bind it to the soul and body of a person. We now believe that in all the confusion the witch and Dutraad’s wife escaped with the Soulbinder and are planning to use it.”
“Tonight,” Kendril emphasized. 
“How can you possibly know that?” the Lord Mayor fired
“Because tonight is the new moon,” Olan explained. “The point where the veil between the Void and this world is thinnest. Any binding ceremony can only be done at such a time.”
The Lord Mayor turned his gaze wildly from one person to the other. He ended on Potemkin. “Captain, are you seriously telling me that you believe any of this nonsense?”
Potemkin’s flickered down to the Royal writ that lay on the table in the room. “Whether I do or no, sir, I don’t think we can afford to ignore the possibility that any of this is true.”
“Demons? New Moons?” The Lord Mayor gave a derisive snort. “These Wars of Despair that you’re talking about are legend. Ancient history. To think that something like that could happen here, today, in Vorten of all places…” He clasped his hands tightly behind his back. “The very notion is utterly preposterous.”
Potemkin glanced over at Madris. “All the same, sir, perhaps it would not be such a bad idea to call up the Trained Bands. We don’t know yet what kind of threat we might be dealing with.”
The Lord Mayor glared at the gendarme captain. “And what would you have me do once the Bands have been mobilized, Captain? Put the city under martial law? And what about the cost? Do you have any idea how expensive it is to maintain the Bands for even a few days? During Candle Ice?”
“We don’t even know how many of men we can trust,” Olan said as he rubbed his forehead in thought. “Dutraad was the commanding officer of the Orange Regiment. The guards we fought in the house tonight all belonged to it. If we called the rest of the regiment up the soldiers might well turn against us.”
“We still don’t know what kind of threat we’re facing,” Kendril reminded. “Better to have the Bands called up then not. Leave the Orange un-mobilized if you have to. Five regiments are still better than none.”
“Vesuna’s blood! Do you even realize what you’re saying?” The Lord Mayor said. “You’re talking about a civil war here in Vorten, in the middle of Candle Ice. How is that even possible?”
“There’s no way of telling how widespread this cult is in Vorten, or even across Valmingaard,” Olan said. “It may well have been festering here for years. There may well be multiple cults working together.”
“You forget,” the Lord Mayor responded quickly, “I live in this city. I have seen no evidence of a cult, or worshippers of the dark gods, or any grand conspiracy. What you’re describing sounds more like a fairy tale then reality.”
“They have undoubtedly stayed hidden, my lord.” Madris lowered herself back into the chair, then cane still in her hand. “They will not reveal themselves until the time is ripe.”
“Oh?” The Lord Mayor gave a mocking half-smile. “And what time exactly would that be?”
“When they summon Indigoru incarnate,” Kendril replied. Something in his voice struck a chill in everyone who stood in the room. “Tonight.”
“Sir,” the gendarme captain said softly, “it can’t hurt to work with the Ghostwalkers for now. At least until we can establish what kind of a threat we’re dealing with.”
The Lord Mayor shot a scathing glance at Potemekin, but said nothing.
“We’ll hear back from the royal court in a few days,” Potemkin continued. “They can confirm this writ of authorization, or deny it as they please. Until then, considering what I witnessed myself with my own men, I think we might afford a little bit of caution.”
The Lord Mayor straightened, ready to answer.
A gendarme appeared at the door. “Captain,’ he said breathlessly.
Potemkin threw the man an irritated look. “Yes, Revnarik, what is it?”
“It’s Baron Dutraad,” the gendarme said. His eyes flitted nervously to the different people in the room. “One of the Ghostwalkers has attacked him, sir.”
 
Kendril was five steps ahead of Olan, his black cloak flapping behind him as he sprinted down the hall. 
A small group of gendarmes were up ahead, crowded around a shut door to one of the manor’s rooms. 
Kendril skidded to a halt, out of breath. 
A shout echoed from inside the room.
Olan ran up beside the door. “Report!” he ordered to the first gendarme.
The man took a step back. “Your man has locked himself inside with the Baron. We haven’t—”
Kendril yanked out one of his pistols. He snapped back the lock and pointed the weapon at the door’s lock.
The gendarmes scurried out of the way.
Kendril fired.
The area around the lock shattered into pieces. Smoke from the firearm filled the dim hallway.
Another scream came from inside.
Kendril took a quick step forward and planted a solid kick onto the door right by the handle.
There was a sharp crack. The door swung inwards.
Kendril launched into the room. One of his hands reached for a sword, the spent pistol still in his other fist.
He stopped cold.
Baron Dutraad was tied to a chair. Blood streamed from his nose. There was a large red welt on the side of his face. 
Joseph stood over him. One clenched fist was raised in the air, ready to descend in a powerful blow.
Kendril took his hand off the sword. “Joseph!”
Olan came into the room, his sword out and at the ready.
Joseph turned his head to face them. His face was filled with intense fury. “Get out!” he yelled. “Get out, do you hear? I’ll make him talk, if I have to beat him to a bloody pulp.”
“He’s mad!” Dutraad shrieked. “Get him off me!”
Olan took a step forward.
Kendril grabbed the Ghostwalker’s arm to stop him.
Olan wrenched out of his grasp. “Let go of me. It’s one of yours, of course. One of your team.”
“Then let me handle it.” Kendril looked back at his friend. “Joseph, this isn’t helping.”
“He knows,” Joseph snarled. “He knows where Kara is, and by Eru I’m tired of sitting around and waiting for him to tell us.”
Kendril pocketed his pistol and raised both his hands. “Come on, Joseph. This isn’t you. You were the one telling me that you didn’t want Dutraad tortured.”
“That was before they took Kara,” Joseph spat.
“And what if Kara was here right now?” Kendril said. He took a step closer. “Would you want her to see you like this?”
Joseph turned his head away. 
“This isn’t the way, Joseph. Not yet, anyway.” Kendril took another step closer, then slowly put a hand on Joseph’s shoulder. “And trust me, if it comes to that, Tomas knows how to get answers better than anyone.”
Joseph slowly lowered his fist. He looked at Olan, then back at Kendril. “They don’t care what happens to her, Kendril. You know they don’t.”
Olan lowered his sword, but kept it in his hand. “We’re dealing with a possible Despair here, and you’re worried about one person? The whole city—”
“I’m not talking about the city.” Joseph looked Kendril in the eyes. “I’m talking about Kara.”
Kendril returned his friend’s gaze. “I’ll get her back, Joseph. I told you that I would.” He glanced down at Dutraad’s battered face. “But this won’t help us. If we’re going to find Kara we need to keep our heads.”
Joseph clenched his fist, but didn’t raise it again. He turned.
The gendarmes stood in a cluster just inside the door to the room.
“Get out of my way,” Joseph growled as he moved towards them.
They did.
Joseph moved out into the hall and leaned up against the wall, his face between his arms.
Kendril moved out behind him.
“I’m sorry,” Joseph said. “I lost it.”
Kendril shrugged. “Dutraad had it coming. Believe me, I wouldn’t mind carving him a new face myself.”
Joseph dropped his arms and turned, pushing his back against the wall. He sighed and looked up at the ceiling. “If anything…happened to Kara, I…don’t—” He stopped, and looked down forlornly at the ground.
“I know,” Kendril said simply.
“We don’t have any leads, do we?” Joseph looked up at his friend. His face was shadowed from  lack of sleep. “Dutraad’s not talking, and we have no idea where Bronwyn is. And tonight’s the new moon.”
Kendril leaned up against the wall next to the scout. He crossed his arms. “That’s about the size of it.”
Joseph closed his eyes. “We have to think. There has to be something we’re missing.” He breathed in and out slowly. “When you hunt an animal in the wilderness, you learn its habits, follow its tracks, study its environment—” He opened his eyes. “Has anyone searched the rooms upstairs?”
Kendril thought for a second. “Not thoroughly.” He looked over at Joseph. “Now that would be helpful. There might be something we overlooked.”
Joseph nodded. “I’ll get on it.” He pushed away from the wall.
Olan emerged into the hall. His sword was sheathed again. “Dutraad’s furious,” he said, his eyes on Joseph. “I’ll go back and smooth things over with Potemkin and the mayor.” His gaze shifted to Kendril. “I suggest you get your team in order, Ghostwalker.”
Kendril gave an unconcerned lift of his shoulders. “Well I was going to let Joseph go back in there and beat Dutraad some more, but now that you mention it, maybe that is a bad idea.”
Olan’s face tightened in displeasure. “Watch yourself, Kendril. I’ve had just about enough of your flippant attitude.”
Kendril straightened. His voice dropped a notch. “Then maybe you should worry less about a few cuts and bruises on the precious Baron and more about tracking down the cult that is trying to usher in the Fourth Despair.”
Olan’s face went pale with anger. “We both know who lost the Soulbinder, Kendril. And when Despair comes on this city, we’ll both know who let it walk right in.”
A terrible expression came over Kendril’s face. He took a step towards Olan. 
“Gentlemen.”
Kendril and Olan both swiveled their heads.
A gendarme had appeared in the hall. He pointed back the way he had just come. “There’s something Captain Potemkin wants you both to see.”
 



Chapter 9
 
“When the eye closes, Despair rises.” Kendril lowered the yellowed piece of paper. He flipped it over in his hand and examined the back. “There’s nothing else.”
“It’s enough, isn’t it?” said Madris.
Olan looked up at Potemkin. “Where did you get this?”
“It was found in the clothes chest of one of my gendarmes, over in the eastern district. My men found it when they performed a surprise kit inspection.” The gendarme captain eyed Kendril carefully. “What does it mean?”
“Trouble.” Kendril put the paper down on the table in front of him. “The gendarme?”
“Under arms,” Potemkin confirmed. “The lead officer of that barracks, Lieutenant Jajaren, has reported that the man is babbling incoherent nonsense. He keeps talking about Despair and the return of the goddess.”
“Where’s the Lord Mayor?” Olan looked about the room as if expecting the man to suddenly appear.
“He’s returned to the City Hall.”
Kendril glanced out the windows. It was already mid-morning. “The Bands?”
Potemkin shook his head. “It’s just my gendarmes for now. And…you.” He cleared his throat. “I should warn you, the Lord Mayor is appealing to Varnost. If he had his way, I’d be rounding up the lot of you right now.”
Madris glanced over at Kendril with a thin smile. “And you were inquiring why I didn’t use the writ of authorization before now?”
Kendril moved back from the table. “I have to ask, Captain. Are you and your men with us?”
Potemkin raised a bushy eyebrow. “With you? I follow the orders of my mayor and my King, Ghostwalker. The safety of this city is my primary concern, and as long as we are of common purpose in that regard, then yes, I am with you.” His tone softened. “As long as I am not ordered to the contrary, my men and I will cooperate with you. You have the authority of the King, which I will not question. I should warn you, however, that if the Lord Mayor receives clarification from Varnost in respect to your writ of authorization, I will be beholden to his instructions.”
“In other words,” Kendril said with a bitter smile, “you’re our friend until you’re ordered to arrest us.”
“To be fair,” Potemkin said with no trace of levity, “I’ve already been ordered to arrest you. But the King’s authority outweighs even the Lord Mayor’s. Make no mistake, however, if you or any of your order attempts anything to harm this city or its inhabitants, you will have to go through me and my men first.”
“How many gendarmes do you have?” Kendril asked.
Potemkin thought for a moment. “One couple hundred or so, I would guess. Spread across the city.” He grabbed his hat off the table. “Though with recent events, there’s no telling how many men we can actually trust.”
“You believe us about the cult, then?” Madris asked diplomatically.
Potemkin gave the elderly Ghostwalker a steely glare. “I believe that there is a cult operating here in Vorten, yes. Apparently the Lord Mayor and I are of differing opinions on that matter. As to the rest of what you’re talking about, demons and goddesses and such, I admit I have greater degree of skepticism.”
“Hopefully we won’t have to prove our point,” Kendril mumbled He picked up the message and examined it again. “We need a location. Where Bronwyn and her allies are operating from. If we know where they are we can hit them hard and fast.” He glanced away from the note. “But we’re running out of time.”
Potemkin looked over at Kendril and Olan. “There is one other item. I am afraid I will have to insist that you to relinquish Baron Dutraad back into my custody.  His lordship is still a man of importance in this city, and has not been charged with any crimes. I cannot allow the kind of treatment that occurred earlier to happen again.”
Olan glared at Kendril.
Kendril took a step forward. “It was a mistake, Captain, I agree. But we need—”
“That was not a request, Ghostwalker.”
Kendril stopped short.
Madris nodded slowly. “Baron Dutraad will be returned to your keeping, Captain. On behalf of my order, I apologize for what happened to him. I only ask that you keep him under strict confinement and close guard, if for no reason than his own protection.”
Dutraad tucked his hat under his arm. “From what I have seen, that seems a reasonable enough request for the time being.”
“Thank you.” Madris limped over to the window, and looked out over the blanket of snow that stretched out across the estate’s yard.
“The note,” Potemkin said after a moment of silence. “What does it mean?”
“The eye closes is the new moon,” Kendril said. “As for Despair rises, the meaning of that phrase depends on how much you believe in fairy tales, Captain.”
“Right.” Potemkin clicked his heels together, then marched out of the room, followed by two of his gendarmes.
The three Ghostwalkers were left alone.
“Your friend just destroyed the best chance we had to find the Soulbinder,” Olan snarled at Kendril. “If we could interrogate Dutraad—”
“We have been interrogating Dutraad.” Madris turned from the window and walked slowly over towards the table. “We’ve been going at him for hours with no success. What happened is unfortunate, but it hardly cripples us. I doubt Dutraad even knows where his wife and the witch are.”
“All the same,” said Kendril quietly, “I apologize for Joseph’s actions. Kara is a…close friend of his. He lost his temper. It’s not like him at all. He’s one of the most level-headed men I’ve ever known.”
“Coming from you,” Olan said with a laugh, “that hardly means much, does it?”
Kendril ignored Olan’s comment. He collapsed into one of the seats by the table. “So what do we do now?”
“You saw the letter. Our enemies are moving soon. Tonight, probably.” Madris passed a hand over her pale face. She looked suddenly much older and more feeble. “They will undoubtedly attempt to utilize the Soulbinder. Our only chance is to find the pendant first and prevent any ritual from occurring.”
“We can’t search the whole city,” Olan said bitterly. 
“Honestly,” said Madris with a cautionary glance at the door, “if we had succeeded in covertly capturing Dutraad I would have had Tomas interrogate him more…thoroughly. As it is that option is no longer available to us.” She gave Kendril a weak smile. “Another disadvantage to using the writ. It ties our hands.”
“Speaking of the writ,” Kendril said as he leaned forward in the chair, “will the King in Varnost uphold its authority after he receives the mayor’s appeal?”
There was a uncomfortable silence. 
Madris gave a heavy sigh. “In truth, I do not know. The writ is a last resort. The King signed it years ago. I doubt he even remembers doing it. But there is little doubt that we are stretching the limits of what he might be willing to sanction.”
“That doesn’t sound very promising,” Olan said in a grating voice.
“By the time the King will be able to respond, the situation here in Vorten will have tipped one way or the other. Either we will have found the Soulbinder and killed this witch of Kendril’s, or…”
“Or,” Kendril finished, “we will be in the middle of another Despair.”
Madris gave a grim nod. “In the meantime, we need to continue to work with Captain Potemkin and his gendarmes. They have the manpower we need, especially if we are dealing with a large underground cult and a widespread conspiracy in the city.”
“What we need,” growled Olan, “are the city’s militia regiments.”
“I hate to say it,” said Kendril with a scowl, “but I agree with Olan. The Lord Mayor needs to call up the Trained Bands. We can’t take any chances.”
Madris gave a curt shake of her head. “You heard him. He won’t do it. And there’s no way we can force him. We’ll have to make do with Potemkin and his gendarmes for now.”
“Until they turn on us,” Kendril added gloomily.
“We’ll deal with that when and if it happens.” Madris looked up at the two Ghostwalkers. “No sense worrying about it now. We have bigger problems before us. Finding this Bronwyn and retrieving the Soulbinder is still our first priority. Now we have the help of Potemkin and his gendarmes, however lackluster it may be. He at least seems to understand that there is a real threat.”
“Unlike the honorable Lord Mayor,” Olan interjected.
“The Lord Mayor doesn’t believe.” Madris glanced out again at the gently falling snow. “And if we handle things correctly, he won’t have to change his attitude. Once we have the Soulbinder again we can blend back into the shadows from where we came, and the Lord Mayor can continue to doubt everything to his heart’s content.”
“Mark my words,” Kendril said, “we’ll all be wishing we had those regiments before this is over.”
Madris frowned. “Forgive my optimism, Kendril, but I still hope that sentiment is premature.” She glanced over at Olan. “Coordinate with Potemkin, as much as you are able. If you can, convince him to shake down the local taverns and inns with his gendarmes. Any evidence of cults or cult members, and I want you or Wanara to investigate it personally. It may lead us to the witch.”
Olan nodded his agreement. “Sounds good. What about the gendarme they caught over in the eastern part of the city? The one with the note?”
Madris lowered herself slowly into a chair. “If Potemkin will let you, send Tomas to get any information you can out of him.”
Kendril gave a biting half-smile. “You don’t sound too optimistic.”
Madris gave a weary sigh. “I’m not. This witch of yours seems too cunning to be caught that easily. Still, we have to try. She might have made a mistake, or if not her then Lady Dutraad.” She signaled to Olan. “Eru guide you, Olan.”
The Ghostwalker gave the old woman a salute, then turned from the room.
Kendril started to go as well.
“A moment,” Madris said.
Kendril paused.
“Your friends,” Madris continued, “your…team. Do they know what they have gotten themselves into?”
Kendril faced the elder Ghostwalker. “I’ve explained to them what the Soulbinder is, what it is capable of. They know about the Wars of Despair. I think it’s fair to say they know what is at stake.”
“But they’re not Ghostwalkers.”
Kendril looked away. “No.”
Madris leaned her cane against the table. Her eyes were kind but sad. “You knew what you were signing up for when you became a Ghostwalker, Kendril.”
“You mean the women, wine, and song?” Kendril grinned. “Can’t say I’ve been disappointed.”
Madris did not return his smile. “Joseph, Maklavir, Kara. None of them are Ghostwalkers. They have not committed to the same vows, the same penance that you have.”
Kendril’s quick grin disappeared. “I trust each of them with my life, Madris.”
“I have no doubt.” Madris twisted the handle of her cane. “It is not their loyalty to you I question. It is your loyalty to us.”
Kendril was silent for a long moment. “I think you had better elaborate, Madris.”
“I know you would be willing to sacrifice yourself if the need arose.” Madris let go of her cane and fixed Kendril with a penetrating glance. “But what if you had to sacrifice one of them to stop the Despair?” She gripped the end of the cane where it rested against the table. “Could you?”
Kendril bit his lip. He didn’t meet the woman’s gaze. “You mean Kara.”
“Yes,” Madris responded in a kindly tone. “And Joseph. And Maklavir. I can see that they are your friends, Kendril. You have no doubt come through much with them, suffered and fought together, formed bonds of friendship with one another.” She sighed. “This Despair will test us all, Kendril, and it might well test you more than everyone. Stopping the witch, recovering the Soulbinder, preventing the Despair…these things are more important than any one of us.”
Kendril crossed his arms. He still did not make eye contact with Madris. “You sound like you’ve been talking to Olan.”
“Despite what you may think,” Madris said, “Olan is a loyal and committed Ghostwalker. He knows the value of his own life, and he is committed to seeing things through here regardless of the cost.”
“No one knows the value of their own life until they’re required to give it,” Kendril responded bluntly.
“That is true,” Madris agreed. “I am trying to warn you, Kendril. Your friends may have to pay the ultimate price to defeat Despair, and you may have to be the one to make that call. If they are not as committed as we are, then they should leave now. Things will only get worse from here. I feel it in my bones.”
“They are committed.” Kendril could hear the doubt lingering in his own voice. He thought of Maklavir, of Joseph and his commitment to Kara.
Madris was right. They weren’t Ghostwalkers.
“There is a reason why our order operates in teams,” Madris said, as if sensing Kendril’s thoughts. “We all have a common purpose, we all have made common vows with a similar understanding of the dangers we face. But you…you chose to go your own way.”
Kendril made a face. “Guess I’m not much of a team player.”
Madris chuckled softly. “That would be an understatement.” She leaned forward in her chair, rubbing her bad leg with one gnarled hand. “Still, you have gathered a team of sorts around you. This crisis will test just how far you and they are willing to go.”
“I’m willing to go all the way,” Kendril protested. “And so are they.”
Madris nodded slowly. “Hopefully we will not have to test the truth of those words.”
“Despair will not come to Zanthora.” Kendril’s eyes simmered with dark fire. “Not today. Not on my watch.”
The older Ghostwalker smiled. “The way you say it, Kendril, I actually find myself believing you.”
 Without another word, Kendril turned and strode out of the room.
 
A loud pop echoed through the abandoned dining hall. Maklavir took a step back as champagne bubbled out of the bottle he held, fizzing out onto the floor. 
He sighed heavily. “Lukewarm. What a waste.”
“I’m sure you’ll manage,” said Kendril. He walked up to the table, yanked out a chair, then sat down. He kicked his booted feet up. “Find any good tidbits?”
Maklavir held up a biscuit. “Better warm and covered with butter, but as you can see,” he gestured broadly to the scattered mess across the length of the large table that had only been half-cleared, “the servants seem to have lost their motivation to clean up.”
Kendril shrugged nonchalantly, then leaned forward and sifted through a stack of cold meat cuts on a nearby plate. “Most of the staff is gone. I’m beginning to think the whole household was in this cult.”
Maklavir poured the champagne into a pewter mug. “Except for Dutraad?”
Kendril nodded. “Apparently.” He pulled out a cut of beef and slapped in on roll. “Cheers.”
“I’m surprised you’re not drinking,” Maklavir said. “It’s almost mid-afternoon. Shouldn’t you be on your sixth mug of beer for the day?”
“Been busy.” Kendril took a tearing bite of his sandwich.
Maklavir held out the bottle.
Kendril put up his hand. “Sparkling wine isn’t my style.”
“You mean sophisticated and elegant?” Maklavir set the bottle down. “I wholeheartedly agree.”
Kendril swallowed his bite. “I need grenades.”
Maklavir looked over the rim of his pewter mug. “Excuse me?”
“Grenades. I know you have them. I saw you making them in the forest outside Stefgarten. I want a few.”
“Yes, if I remember correctly,” Maklavir said as he took another sip of his champagne, “the last time you used a grenade you brought down an entire underground temple on our heads.”
Kendril smirked. “We’re still alive, aren’t we?”
Maklavir sighed. “If you call this living.” He stared down glumly at the pewter cup in his hand. “Champagne out of a mug. Surely that’s forbidden in the Blessed Scriptures somewhere.”
“You could ask Joseph. He’d know.” Kendril tossed down his makeshift meal onto an empty plate. “Grenades, Maklavir.”
The diplomat stared contemplatively into the mug of bubbling wine. “I don’t have any.”
“Don’t give me that. You blew up half the stable last night.”
Maklavir slapped the mug back onto the table. Champagne sloshed out of the rim. “And you blew up a thousand-year old temple. Explosives aren’t just another toy to be tossed around willy-nilly, Kendril. They require care, attention to detail, proper handling—”
“Talin’s Ashes, Maklavir, they’re weapons, not works of art.”
The diplomat crossed his arms sulkily. “Then let’s see you make some.”
Kendril kicked his feet off the table. “Do you have any idea how bad things are going to get here? Give me a couple grenades. That’s all I’m asking for.”
Maklavir raised his mug again. He took a slow, pensive sip.
Kendril narrowed his eyes. “Maklavir?”
“I’m thinking.”
The Ghostwalker grabbed the half-eaten sandwich again. “I think I’m needing that beer more and more.”
Joseph appeared in the doorway to the dining hall. His eyes were red-rimmed from lack of sleep, his face etched with exhaustion. He came up to the table, but didn’t sit down.
Maklavir put down his mug. “Any luck, old chap?”
Joseph rubbed a hand across his face. “I think so. I’m not sure.”
Kendril straightened in his chair. “You’ve got a lead?”
“Kind of.” Joseph reached into his pocket and pulled out a small slip of paper. “I have a ticket.”
 
The carriage had barely stopped before Kendril had already thrown open the door and leapt down to the snow-covered cobblestones. 
He was followed a moment later by Olan, who dutifully turned to help Madris out of the vehicle.
Kendril turned. He pulled up his cloak against the whipping wind that was scattering loose snow across the steps of the town hall. 
The winding street opened here into a small plaza, and was thick with sleds, horses, and carriages. Less than a block to the north the looming shape of the Great Library rose above the surrounding buildings. 
Kendril swept the street with a suspicious glance, searching instinctively for threats. 
Joseph got out of the carriage right after Madris. He shuddered in the bitter cold.
“Remember,” Madris warned, “we use deference and diplomacy. No insults, no threats.”
“Whatever,” Kendril mumbled. He motioned to Joseph. “Come on, let’s move.”
The grizzled scout nodded, then followed Kendril closely up the icy stone steps.
The city hall was large, but was crammed ingloriously tight between the surrounding townhouses and stores that dotted the street and plaza. Unlike the magnificent Rajathan-style of the Great Library, this had a more utilitarian feel to it. Red brick and white plaster trim and cold steel bars over the ground-floor windows bespoke the authority of the modern bureaucracy of Valmingaard.
Two gendarmes met Kendril and Joseph at the top of the stairs. One of them held up a hand.
“I can’t allow you inside armed like that,” he said with a concerned glance at the many weapons hanging from Kendril’s belt. “Give up your pistols and swo—”
“You want them?” Kendril growled. He fingered the handle of one of his guns. “Feel free to take them off me.”
The gendarme stopped, blinking in surprise.
Kendril pushed right past him and headed into the city hall. 
Joseph scurried after him.
“Wait!” called the gendarme. “You can’t—”
“Kendril,” Joseph warned as they hurried down a richly carpeted hall, “you’re going to get us shot.”
“I’m tired of all this nonsense,” Kendril responded in a heated tone. “You want Kara back alive, right? Then hurry up and watch out backs.”
They turned a corner.
Two gendarmes scrambled to their feet from where they had been sitting by a large pair of open doors. They stood and blocked the passage, their halberds held at the ready.
“Ghostwalker business,” Kendril snapped. He pushed past them.
Joseph gave an apologetic shrug and followed his friend.
From the open doors ahead came the booming voice of the Lord Mayor mingled with the shrieking tone of Baron Dutraad, and interspersed with the calmer and deeper tones of Captain Potemkin.
“I can’t just arrest them, your lordship,” the Lord Mayor was saying. “They have the authority of the King himself—”
“I’ll see them hanged,” Dutraad shouted. “By Eru, I’ll see you all hanged. I demand you let me go this instant.”
“Please have patience, Baron,” the mayor said in a placating tone. “As soon as our messenger gets back from Varnost—”
“You don’t have that long.” Kendril stepped into the room and tossed a pile of papers down onto the long, highly polished wooden table.
The two gendarmes rushed in behind him, their weapons raised.
Captain Potemkin raised a hand and the guards fell back a step.
“What is the meaning of this?” the Lord Mayor blustered. “Captain, how can you allow—?”
“We found them,” Kendril interjected. “We know where this mystery cult is. Tell them, Joseph.”
“We think we know where they might be,” Joseph corrected. He reached down and picked up one of the pieces of paper that Kendril had tossed down. “I found these in Lady Dutraad’s room. It’s a series of letters, correspondence between her and someone who simply signs themselves as ‘B’.”
“Now you’re ransacking my rooms?” Dutraad slammed his hand down on the surface of the table. “Ashes, you’ll pay for all the damage you’ve caused.” He looked over at the Lord Mayor. “And if they don’t, then you will. There are no charges against me, no reason to—”
“‘B’ is certainly Bronwyn, or Brionne, or whatever the witch is calling herself,” Kendril said abruptly. “She set up times to meet with your wife, Baron. They had been having secret meetings going back for several months.”
“My wife,” Dutraad said, his mustache quaking with rage, “is a victim in this whole affair. How on Zanthora you think that Mina could possibly be involved in any kind of—”
“The cult of Indigoru,” Madris said as she entered the room, “is a mystery religion, Baron. It relies on multiple stages of initiation, secrecy, and pagan rituals. It undoubtedly has a hidden temple or meeting place somewhere here in Vorten. Your wife was a member.”
“That’s impossible.” Dutraad leaned over the table, both hands splayed on its surface. “Don’t you think I know my own wife?”
“Considering that you were apparently chasing after every young strumpet in Vorten and were sleeping in different rooms,” said Kendril with a cold gleam in his eye, “no, your lordship, I don’t.”
Dutraad glared at the Ghostwalker with undisguised rage.
“Please, Kendril, attempt to show some tact,” Madris sighed.
“We’re past the time for tact,” Kendril shot back. 
“This…cult,” said Potemkin, who was still standing ramrod straight near the wall of the room, “where is it?”
“The letters don’t say,” Joseph said. His voice sounded strangely quiet amidst the heated tones in the room. “We have times, and dates, but not a location.”
“Then how does that help us?” The Lord Mayor clasped his hands behind his back in frustration.
“It doesn’t,” Kendril agreed. “Until Joseph found these.” He motioned to his friend.
The bearded scout pulled out a few slips of paper and set them down on the table. 
Everyone leaned in with interest.
“What in Eru’s name—?” Dutraad began.
“They’re tickets,” Kendril explained impatiently. “Ticket stubs, actually. The times and dates match those in the letters.”
The Lord Mayor looked up at the Ghostwalker in confusion. “How—?”
Kendril exhaled in exasperation. “Baron Dutraad, your wife, did she go to the opera often?”
Dutraad squirmed for a moment, as if answering was physically painful. “Yes. It was her one true diversion in life. But…how is that important?”
“Tuldor’s beard,” Kendril cursed. “Are you really all so stupid?”
The Lord Mayor frowned deeply.
“Kendril,” Madris warned again.
Joseph picked up one of the stubs. “These are from opera performances that Mina attended. Performances that have matching times and dates to the meetings with the mysterious ‘B’ in the letters.”
Everyone stared at the scout for a moment in startled silence.
“The cult,” Kendril said, fire leaping in his eyes. “Don’t you see? They’re meeting in the opera house.”
 



Chapter 10
 
Kara grunted in pain as she was pushed down to her knees. 
Through the heavy linen bag that covered her head she could hear the echoing sound of falling water. The putrid reek of garbage and rot was so strong that it penetrated through the cloth to her nostrils. The ground under her knees was hard and slimy.
Voices moved around her, soft and barely audible over the constant splashing of the water and Kara’s own heavy breathing, amplified inside the darkness of the hood over her face.
She had been forced to walk, stumbling and tripping without being able to see where she was going, pushed and dragged until she had arrived here, wherever here was. She had heard a discordant sound like screeching violins at one point, far away and somewhere above her. She had been shoved down a long flight of stairs at some point, then turned her back and forth for several minutes. 
In short, Kara had no idea where she was. Of course, she had no idea where she had been when she had started, so not much had changed. 
Her legs had been unbound before she had left the closet she had been tied up in. They were still throbbing with pain, tingling and hurting with each step. Her hands were still tied tightly behind her back. She kept her fists clenched.
She was still wearing the dress, ripped as it was. By now it was no doubt torn and covered with filth. Maklavir would be horrified when he saw it, especially after all the money he had paid for it. 
“Take the hood off her,” came Bronwyn’s voice from somewhere to Kara’s right. “She may as well go to her death with her eyes open.”
The hood was torn from Kara’s head.
She winced for a moment as the light of several torches assaulted her senses, but her eyes quickly adjusted. The wretched stink of an open sewer almost made her wretch. It was ten times worse with the bag off her head. 
Kara risked a glance around. She was in some kind of intersection for various sewer run-offs. Several flows of blackish-green water spilled from elevated causeways, thundering down into a brackish pool of sludge that filled the room. A stone causeway, covered with sludge and putrid slime, led from a walkway that circled the perimeter of the room to a raised area in the center of the lake of raw sewage.
It was on this man-made island that Kara now kneeled. Directly in front of her on the raised area was some sort of stone altar. Candles were burning at its corners. A human skull grinned out at her from just below the stone edifice.
All around stood robed, hooded figures. Their faces were cast in shadow. Some held torches. Others had swords, knives, and other weapons at their belts. There had to be at least a dozen of them.
Kara set her face, determined not to show any fear. She shook her head and her tangled red hair spilled down around her shoulders.
Several objects, small and sharp, scattered from her tresses, falling down onto her shoulders and towards the ground. 
Shards of ceramic pottery, caught in her hair.
Kara didn’t think. She didn’t have time to. She opened her hand.
As if by some miracle, one of the shards fell into her palm.
She instantly closed her fist.
 “Prepare the altar,” one of the hooded figures ordered.
Kara recognized Bronwyn’s voice, even though the witch’s face was hidden from view.
Behind her back she clenched her hands even tighter. 
Three of the cultists moved to the altar, and started attaching ropes to iron rings set into all four of the corners.
Bronwyn pushed back her hood and revealed her beautiful face. She knelt down next to Kara and gave a sympathetic smile. “I’ll take out the gag, if you promise to behave yourself.” She leaned over and pulled the tight cloth out of Kara’s mouth.
The redheaded thief spat, licking her dry lips.
“If you’re thinking about screaming, you can certainly go ahead and try,” said Bronwyn casually. “But as you’ve no doubt guessed by now, no one is going to hear you down here. And if you make too much noise, I have no problems with shutting you up again.”
Kara glared up at the dark-haired woman. “You’re a monster.”
Bronwyn beamed. “There, you see? I think it’s the least I can do to give you a chance to spout off a few insults before we bleed you dry. Seems somehow more civilized, doesn’t it?” She held up her dagger, twisting it in the torchlight of the dark chamber. “Also, I’m curious as to whether you’ll scream at the end.”
Kara’s eyes fell on the altar and the acolytes who were feverishly preparing it.
Bronwyn followed her gaze. “Ah, yes. Fairly self-explanatory, isn’t it? It was good of the goddess to provide you for the sacrifice. Saves us the trouble of having to snatch some young maiden off the streets, which always seems to raise questions regardless of how careful one is.”
Kara looked back at the witch. “You sacrifice human beings to your gods?”
“Ashes, no. At least, not most of the time.” Bronwyn rested her chin on her knee. “Usually it has to be chickens, dogs, that sort of thing. Hardly a fitting sacrifice for a Seteru, but killing a person can bring the wrong sort of attention very quickly.” Her eyes flashed with a sudden spark of passion. “All that will change, of course. It will be a new world tomorrow, a world where the Seteru are venerated again, and the false worship of Eru is put to an end. You’ll see. Well, not you specifically, but Rothland in general. It will be so beautiful, so very, very beautiful.”
Kara swallowed. 
Mad. The woman was completely mad.
“So why do you need me?” Kara asked. Her gaze flicked across the room, She silently counted the number of cultists, noted which ones were armed and which weren’t, marked the dark archway on the other side of the causeway that was the room’s only visible exit. She loosened her hand, but kept it closed. She could feel the sharp edge of the object she held inside her clenched fist. Eru, she hoped there was no blood. 
“To summon the Goddess,” Bronwyn continued, her voice as pleasant and chatty as if they had been speaking of the weather, “we need blood. Human blood. That’s where you come in. We must sacrifice a young, female virgin to tear the veil to the Void.”
Kara lifted her eyebrows. “A virgin?”
Bronwyn gave a gleeful giggle. “Don’t worry about any of that.” She bent over until her mouth was inches away from Kara’s ear, her voice a whisper. “Between you and me, the goddess isn’t too…particular about those kinds of details.”
Kara felt white hot rage flow through her. She never thought it would end like this. Bound like some helpless creature, sacrificed to some dark god by some insane cult. It was all she could do not to tighten her fist so much that she cut her palm on the pottery shard.
Bronwyn straightened. She lifted the hood of her black robe back over her head, and her face fell into shadow once more. 
Kara felt desperate and helpless. She wanted to say something, anything. 
“I have friends,” she blurted. “They’ll find me.”
She sensed rather than saw Bronwyn’s mocking smile from underneath the darkness of the raised cowl.
“In two hours,” the witch said in a chilling tone, “it won’t matter.”
 
Captain Potemkin looked out the windows of the office. 
The sky was darkening into evening, the sky a muted gray. The snowflakes had finally ceased their relentless fall on the city, leaving a fresh blanket of deep white snow behind. 
Potemkin turned his head back to the Lord Mayor, who stood staring at the roaring fireplace. “Sir, it’s getting dark. If we’re going to move—”
“Move?” The rotund man grabbed a fire poker from where it hung by the fire. “Tuldor’s beard, Potemkin, you’re beginning to sound like one of those cursed Ghostwalkers.”
The gendarme captain stiffened.
Kendril stood by the doorway to the room. His eyes were on the windows, his right hand tapping agitatedly against his leg. “You say that like it’s a bad thing, your honor.”
Madris, seated against the wall, cast Kendril a warning glance.
The mayor thrust the fire poker violently into one of the logs. It set up a flare of burning sparks. “You have no evidence. No evidence at all. You’re making a wild leap, a guess that the opera house is a meeting place for some vile cult that’s about to launch some kind of vast, demonic invasion of Vorten.” He looked over his shoulder at Kendril, the fire poker still in his hand. “Perhaps in your world that makes sense, Ghostwalker, but here in reality there are other considerations that sane men have to keep in mind.”
Kendril’s eyes flickered darkly. “Such as?”
The mayor gave a sigh. He replaced the poker. “There’s a performance at the opera house tonight. What would have me do? Storm the building with fifty gendarmes and create a panic and uproar among the more than one thousand people who are in attendance?” He pointed an accusing finger at Kendril. “All on a guess?”
Kendril’s eyes shifted to the windows of the room again. “Lord Mayor, the new moon will be rising soon. If we—”
“Enough,” the man said abruptly. “I’ve had it with your insane paranoia and your demented rantings. I’m still the mayor of this town, and I will not see it turned upside down by your conspiracies. We’ll hear from the royal court at Varnost within a few days. Until then, you’re lucky that I don’t clap you all in irons right now.”
Olan and Kendril exchanged a quick glance.
Potemkin gave a nervous cough. “Your honor, if I might suggest—”
“No, Captain, you may not suggest.” The Lord Mayor folded his hands behind his back. “Last I checked, I was the final authority here in Vorten.” He stared hard at Madris. “Unless you intend to make good on your previous threat and order Potemkin here to arrest me.”
There was dead silence in the room for a moment.
Madris raised herself up slowly to her feet with the help of her cane.
All eyes were riveted on her.
“No,” she said at last. “I have no intention of doing any such thing. I understand your concerns, Lord Mayor, and while I do not agree with them, I can still respect them.”
The mayor crossed his arms and smiled.
From where he stood in the corner, Dutraad sneered triumphantly.
“Madris—” Kendril started to say.
“Olan,” she continued, cutting him off, “I want you to return to the mansion. Gather the other Ghostwalkers and return to the warehouse. I will join you there presently.”
Olan and Kendril both gawked at the elderly woman.
She sighed sadly and looked at both Ghostwalkers. “We will wait there until the Lord Mayor gets confirmation from Varnost. Is that clear?”
“Madris,” said Olan between his teeth, “I don’t think—”
“You have your orders,” Madris said simply. “This is just like in Delmorren. We have to abide by the rule of the law, even when we don’t agree with it.”
Olan lifted his head, then gave a slow nod. “Understood.” He motioned to Kendril. “Come on.”
“This is a mistake,” Kendril warned. “We can’t just sit and do nothing.”
“Oh, you’ll have plenty to do after the King disowns your order,” Dutraad snarled. “Starting with reparations for the damages to my house, as well as standing charges for murder and larceny. Believe me, I’ll see you and your wretched order destroyed before I’m through.”
Madris looked over at Kendril. “Go, lad. I’ll handle this.”
Olan turned towards the door, waiting for Kendril to follow. 
Kendril hesitated for a long moment, his body tensed and his face scowling.
Finally he turned and followed Olan out the door and into the hall.
“So that’s it?” Joseph followed behind the two Ghostwalkers, his face set in anger. “What about Kara?”
Kendril and Olan paced down the corridor, grim and silent. They passed by the two gendarmes at the front doors and moved out onto the broad stone steps of the city hall. 
“Kendril,” Joseph said. He glanced back behind him at the squat and ugly government building. “I don’t care what the Lord Mayor says. We can’t just leave her.”
Olan stopped at the last step. He faced Kendril. “Take your friend and go back to the warehouse. I’ll handle this.”
“The Third Fire you will.” Kendril ignored Joseph for a moment, and focused fully on the other Ghostwalker. “You just better hurry, or you’ll miss all the fun.”
Olan scowled. He lowered his voice, barely audible swish of carriage wheels and horse hooves through the slushy street just behind them. “This is a Sword situation, Kendril. You’ll follow my orders.”
Joseph stared in confusion back and forth between the two men. “What orders? What are you two talking about?”
“We’ve already been over this,” Kendril said to Olan. “I’m not following your orders, now or ever. Deal with it.”
Olan’s jaw twitched. “So help me, Kendril—”
“I’d hurry,” Kendril said. “Because I will go in without you.”
Joseph narrowed his eyes. “You’re both going to the opera house after all, aren’t you?”
Olan grunted. “He’s quick, isn’t he?”
“I still think Potemkin might be willing to help,” Kendril said with a glance back at the city hall. “He seemed concerned enough about the cult. If we could—”
Olan shook his head. “Potemkin won’t move on his own initiative. He’ll follow the mayor’s orders, and right now the mayor isn’t budging. We’re on our own.”
Joseph pulled the collar of his greatcoat up against the cold. “What about Madris?”
“Madris knows what she has to do,” Kendril said brusquely. “She’ll keep the mayor occupied as long as she can. It’s up to us now.”
Joseph put a hand on the hilt of his rapier. “Not that I’m complaining, but didn’t Madris order you both to go back to the warehouse?”
Olan smiled. “She said this was just like Delmorren. We had to bypass the local authorities there, too.” He looked over at Kendril. “Of course, you were certainly being obtuse about it.”
“I had to sell it, didn’t I?” Kendril gave an unconcerned shrug. “Besides, the opera house is the only lead we have. There’s no way I’m going to sit around while the new moon rises and do nothing. Whether you and the others want to tag along or not doesn’t matter much to me.”
“Then you’re even more of a fool then I thought you were,” Olan snapped. “We have no idea what is in store for us. The whole cult might be operating out of the opera house for all we know. We may well be walking into one giant hornets’ nest.”
“Or it might be nothing at all,” Joseph commented quietly. He watched a large carriage slosh by on the street. “We can’t be sure Bronwyn and Lady Dutraad were actually
meeting at the opera house, much less that it’s the base of their cult’s operations.”
Olan glanced down the street, stamping his feet against the cold. A glow-globe flickered to light down by the corner of the small plaza. “It’s getting dark. We don’t have much time.”
Kendril nodded. “For once, I agree. Get the others, then meet us at the opera house. We’ll go in together.”
Olan clucked his tongue. “Careful, Kendril. That’s sounding suspiciously like cooperation.”
Kendril turned away and raised his hood. “Believe me, I’d go in by myself if I had to. But I’m happier to have you and the others at my back. Ashes, I wish we had fifty of Potemkin’s gendarmes too.”
Olan nodded, a wary look on his face. “Alright. Thirty minutes. I’ll meet you outside the theater.” He turned and headed back across the square.
Joseph thrust his hands into the pockets of his greatcoat. They were already red from the cold. “What about Maklavir?”
Kendril glowered. “In this situation I’d say he’s more of a liability than a help. Besides, he’s probably still back at Dutraad’s mansion, enjoying another bottle of sparkling wine.” He clapped Joseph on the shoulder. “It’s you and me. Let’s go.”
“Dear, dear Kendril. Why is it you’re always trying to get rid of me?” Maklavir came up to them, dancing around the edge of a half-frozen puddle. He rubbed his hands together against the cold. “It’s enough to give a person a complex.”
Kendril gave a look of genuine surprise. “What are you doing here?”
Maklavir rolled his eyes. “Waiting for you, of course.” He took in their confused glances. “Not outside. It’s bloody cold.” He gestured back over his shoulder at a well-lit building on the edge of the square. “There’s an inn back over there. Excellent cider, beautiful wenches.”
“We’re going after Kara,” Joseph explained. “Olan’s getting the other Ghostwalkers.”
Maklavir gave a quick nod of his head. “The opera house? I thought that much already. I’m assuming that you’re taking along at least a hundred gendarmes with you?”
Kendril slipped his gloves on, one after the other. “No. It’s just us.”
Maklavir pushed his cap back on his head. “Ah. The usual insanity, then. Oh, these are for you.” He tossed a small burlap sack to Kendril.
The Ghostwalker caught it. He flipped it open and his eyes grew wide. “Grenades?”
“You asked for them, didn’t you?”
“Not for you to throw them at me,” Kendril corrected testily.
“Yes, well beggars can’t be choosy, can they? Besides, like I’ve told you before, they won’t explode unless you light them first.”
Kendril gave Maklavir a hard look.
The diplomat shrugged. “Well, probably won’t explode.”
Kendril weighed the grenades in his hands. “Well…thanks all the same.”
“You’re welcome,” Maklavir replied cheerfully. “Oh, and I’m coming with you.”
The Ghostwalker’s face shot up. “No, you’re not.”
Maklavir cocked his head. “Please, Kendril, the way you say that is practically insulting.”
Joseph crossed his arms. “It’s probably nothing, Maklavir. A long shot at best. But…well, if things go badly, it’s going to get—”
“Violent?” Maklavir glanced over at Kendril’s brooding figure. “Yes, I could tell that just by the little sparkle in Kendril’s eye.”
Joseph scratched his beard, his face confused. “Then why—?”
“Because,” said Maklavir, his voice suddenly sobering, “they have Kara. I admit, I feel more at ease in a court room than a battlefield, but I’ll be Void-cursed if I stand by and do nothing while some cult has her in its clutches. I may not be a skilled warrior, but I am a gentleman.”
Kendril rolled his eyes. “That’s a matter of opinion.”
“Oh do shut up, Kendril.” Maklavir drew his sword and lifted the blade high. The steel reflected the light of the glow-globes that illuminated the street behind them. “Now, let’s go rescue poor Kara.”
“For Eru’s sake, Maklavir, put your sword away.” Kendril glanced over his shoulder. “People are starting to stare.”
The diplomat blushed. “Right. Sorry.” He sheathed the weapon.
The scout said nothing, but only nodded. His face was pensive.
“We’ll get her out, Joseph,” Kendril said quietly.
The other man nodded. “I hope to Eru we do. I can’t even imagine what they’re doing to her right now.”
 
Kara was dumped unceremoniously onto the cold, wet slab of stone. She could feel the damp of slime and mildew through the back of her flimsy white dress. 
She was shivering, less from fear than from sheer cold. The sewer room they were in was below freezing, with patches of dark green ice floating in the sludgy water all around them. With nothing on but the torn white dress she had been wearing the night before, Kara had virtually no protection from the frigid temperature of the room. 
A quick swipe of a dagger, gleaming in the torchlight, slashed through her bonds.
She briefly considered trying to make some attempt to escape.
It wasn’t even worth the thought. Before she could even breathe both her arms were gripped in powerful hands and forced down onto the wet stone. A steely grip pinned her legs. She could see the looming shapes of hooded figures around her on all sides. They stared down at her, their faces lost in shadows. 
Kara couldn’t help herself. She struggled, fighting like a cornered animal, and cursed herself even as she did it. There was no way she could break free. She knew it, and her captors knew it as well. And she was undoubtedly giving them a certain amount of pleasure and satisfaction as she struggled against them. 
But she couldn’t just lie still. She had been held prisoner for too long. Her arms were pulsing with pain, her hands were numb, her body stiff and sore.
The cultists were chanting. Their voices were low, ominous, quiet, but the sing-song words they were saying in unison seemed to drive into Kara’s head like white-hot razors. There was something unnatural about the sounds, something inhuman and obscene.
Her arms were stretched up and over her head. Her legs were stretched out, her ankles pushed apart. Ropes wrapped and tightened around her wrists and feet.
She was being tied into place, a helpless victim on the altar.
Kara stopped struggling. She felt suddenly like bursting into tears out of sheer rage and despair, but she managed to swallow her almost uncontrollable emotions and keep her face stoic. 
She had learned more than just burglary in her time on the streets back in New Marlin.
“Don’t worry, child,” came Bronwyn’s soothing voice, somewhere in the hooded faces that hovered all around her. “It will be over soon. Very soon.”
Kara closed her eyes. Her right hand tightened on the sharp piece of pottery that was still concealed in her palm.
She knew one thing. That witch was going to pay.
Kara was determined to live long enough to see that.
 



Chapter 11
 
Music and the sound of powerful singing thundered out of the huge archway of the opera house, vibrating into the chilly night air. Glow-globes beamed brightly from where they were affixed near the entrance. Their light glistened off the white snow that was piled against the sides of the building and scattered over its steps. 
“Paletto,” said Olan as he cocked an ear to the music. “Traditional for Candle Ice.”
“I don’t care,” said Kendril. He moved quickly up the steps, his hood raised. One hand was clutched on the hilt of his sword.
Joseph came behind him, and a rather nervous-looking Maklavir. Scattered in loose formation after them came the other Ghostwalkers, all except Madris.
“Having second thoughts?” Joseph asked Maklavir in a low voice.
The diplomat passed a shaky hand in front of his face. “Of course not. We’re probably making fools of ourselves, anyway.”
They entered the opera house. 
More glow-globes blazed inside, filling the massive entrance hall with a white light that almost hurt the eyes after the darkness outside. Red carpet filled the hall, and massive pillars lined the walls on either side, running all the way up to the huge arched ceiling above. Three golden chandeliers hung far above the floor.
The opera was in full swing. Music flooded out into the foyer, accompanied by the strident voice of a woman hitting notes that seemed high enough to shatter glass.
A doorkeeper came towards them, confusion and suspicion on his face at the sight of their black cloaks.
Kendril gave the man a glare that set him back a step or two.
Two more ushers came towards them. 
“Gentlemen,” said the first, a tall man with a thin mustache, “I am afraid that the opera is in session. You will have to wait until the intermission to—”
“We’re not here for the bloody opera.” Olan nodded towards the doors and sweeping staircases on the right side of the lobby. “We’re Ghostwalkers. There’s reason to believe this opera house is being utilized by a pagan cult. We’re going to look around.”
Two more ushers wandered over, staring at them. The doorkeeper moved around behind him.
“I assure you, sir,” said the first usher, putting special emphasis on the title, “there is nothing of that nature here. As I said, the performance has already begun. I cannot allow you and your…friends to wander freely through—”
Kendril stepped forward. “Get out of our way, or we’ll cut our way through you.”
The ushers all paused, taken aback. 
The music crescendoed, the air vibrating with the notes.
Kendril squeezed his hand on the hilt of his sword. “Now.”
“Don’t take it too personally,” said Maklavir with a disarming smile. “He really is this vicious to just about everyone.”
The ushers exchanged looks, then slowly moved out of the way.
Olan gave a satisfied nod. “All right, backstage is probably our best bet. Hamis, take Tomas and Callen and investigate that passage over there.”
The bearded Ghostwalker nodded, then motioned to Tomas and Callen. They began moving towards the doorway under the right hand staircase.
“Wanara, you and—”
Kendril’s blade leapt from its scabbard. 
The steel flashed in the white glow-globe light right before it tore open the chest of the mustached usher.
The man fell back to the floor with a gurgling cry. A thin stiletto fell from his dying hand and rolled out onto the carpet.
The lobby exploded into violence.
Weapons appeared in the hands of the ushers and doorkeeper, and they threw themselves at the Ghostwalkers.
Joseph’s rapier was out in a heartbeat, then thrust through the heart of the doorkeeper in another.
Kendril blocked one clumsy blow with a knife, then slashed the usher’s throat open with one of his short swords. 
One of the ushers turned to run.
Wanara whipped up her crossbow and shot him down before he reached the stairs.
The singing pulsed out into the lobby, almost drowning out the sounds of the fighting.
In seconds it was over. The bodies of four ushers and one doorkeeper lay sprawled on the floor of the foyer, their blood darkening the carpet in widening stains.
“Great Eru,” breathed Maklavir. His hand was on the handle of his sword, still sheathed.
Kendril kicked one of the bodies. “Well,” he said with a broad smile. “That’s certainly promising.”
 
Bronwyn lowered her hood. “Nervous?”
Mina clasped and unclasped her hands. “A little. I j-j-just don’t know w-w-what to expect.”
Bronwyn gave a reassuring smile, and put her hands on the shoulders of the woman. “Don’t worry. You’ll be fine. We have the sacrifice now. Everything is in place. Once the blood has been shed, the veil will be torn, and Indigoru will come.”
Mina glanced worriedly at Kara, tied to the cold stone altar just a short distance away. “B-b-but what about h-h-her?”
“Mina,” said Bronwyn firmly. She put a finger on the woman’s chin and moved her face back. “We must make an offering to the goddess. You know that. It’s the only way. That thief will give her life, but it will be for the good of all of Vorten, for all of Zanthora.”
Mina nodded. She looked down at the ground. 
“You’ll be beautiful, Mina.” Bronwyn lifted out the Soulbinder from underneath her robe. 
The dark red jewel twisted at the end of the golden chain. Despite the sputtering torches in the chamber, the gem neither sparkled nor glistened. 
“R-r-really?” Mina stuttered.
“The most beautiful woman in all of Zanthora. Men will fight each other just to look at you.” Bronwyn lifted the chain over Mina’s head and dropped the pendant down around her neck. “Stay the course, Mina. We’re so close. The goddess rises.”
Mina looked up. “The g-g-goddess rises,” she repeated.
Bronwyn smiled. “Come. It’s time.”
 
Kendril kicked the door.
It cracked open. Pieces of wood from the frame splintered out. 
Kendril went in, pistol leveled and ready to fire. Wanara was right behind him, her loaded crossbow tucked tight against her shoulder. Joseph and Maklavir came up behind her, their swords out and ready.
A couple of servants stared at the brooding Ghostwalker who had just stormed into the passage, their eyes wide and their faces pale.
To the left was a series of arched doorways, leading out into the main seating area for the opera house. A duet blazed into the corridor, filling it with the sweet serenade of lovers singing together. 
Kendril waved his pistol irritably at the servants. “Get out of here,” he snapped.
The two fled without looking back.
“Take Wanara and check backstage,” Olan called from the other side of the door. “We’ll head upstairs and clear the boxes.”
Kendril fumed for a moment, unhappy at the thought of taking anything remotely like an order from Olan. He swallowed his pride, and nodded to Wanara. “All right, you’re with me. Joseph, Maklavir, stay close.”
“But there’s a performance going on,” Maklavir sputtered. 
“Really?” Kendril asked sarcastically. He ploughed down the middle of the hallway. “That would explain the music.”
Maklavir glanced behind them. Olan and the other Ghostwalkers had already vanished. “But it doesn’t make any sense, old chap. Where would a band of cultists hide in here? How could they possibly perform any kind of ritual in the middle of a crowded theater—?”
“The ushers in the lobby were part of the cult. Chances are that everyone working here is somehow involved. Don’t trust anyone.” He stopped by a door leading backstage, then glanced back at the three people behind him. “Bronwyn’s close. I can smell her.”
“Oh, well,” said Maklavir with an exaggerated roll of his eyes, “I didn’t know you could smell her. That changes everything.”
Kendril pushed open the door.
 
The chanting continued, low and ominous. The smoke from the torches stung Kara’s eyes. Her body was shaking uncontrollably, the icy cold stone pressing into her back. 
Above them, far above, came the dull hum of…music. It was singing, the sound of an orchestra, thrumming down through the ceiling and filling the chamber with its low buzz.
Kara closed her eyes. Her teeth chattered. If she ever got out of this, she was going to wrap herself in as many blankets of fine Arbelan wool as she could, then sit next to the largest, greatest fire she could find.
The chanting suddenly ceased.
Kara opened her eyes.
The cultists backed away from her, forming a loose circle around the altar. They bowed their heads. In the sudden silence the music from above became almost louder. 
It was a duet, a man and woman singing together, Kara realized. 
From an opera.
Bronwyn lowered her hood. Her black hair spilled down onto her shoulders. She raised her hands. “Hear us, mighty Indigoru,” she said, her voice clear and strong amidst the gurgling water echoing off the walls of the room. “Hear us this night, we pray. We come to thee as humble servants, and ask that you meet with us on the night of the dark moon.”
A rumbling chorus came from the assembled cultists, an eerie chant.
Mina stepped up on the opposite side of the altar. Her hands were shaking. She looked around nervously. The Soulbinder was still around her neck.
Bronwyn drew the dagger from her belt and lifted it high. “Now the curtain is lifted. Tear through the veil, mighty Indigoru, we beseech you. Come and show us your power.”
It was hard for Kara to think, hard even to breathe. She was so cold, colder than she had ever been before in her life, colder even then when she and her brother Torin had slept on the streets of New Marlin as children, or even during the great blowing snowstorms of the Howling Woods. 
She had to get out, had to find some way to get off this altar. 
It was now or never. Something told her that her life was measured in minutes.
Kara loosened her hand.
With trembling, numb fingers, she grasped the shard of pottery, then twisted her hand down until its edge rested against the ropes that bound her hand.
Bronwyn raised the knife in both hands. “Come, O mighty Indigoru!”
The witch’s voice was practically a scream.
Kara started cutting.
 
Kendril ducked around the edge of a massive piece of wooden scenery, painted to look like a castle wall. He hurried along in the dark of the backstage, cursing as he stumbled briefly over a coiled pile of rope.
Joseph, Maklavir, and Wanara followed.
Several stagehands scurried out of their way, gaping at them in startled confusion.
Kendril turned down a small flight of stairs, then headed down a hallway.
A maze of backrooms and storage closets opened up before them. 
A woman dressed in an exaggerated Rajathan robe with a ridiculously large laurel on her head saw them and ducked back into her dressing room.
Kendril stopped at an intersection of the hallways. He stared down each of the passageways for a moment.
“It’s a labyrinth in here,” Joseph muttered. “It will take hours to search all these rooms.”
Kendril scowled, looking down the right hand passage. “We don’t have hours. This way.”
He started down the hallway, his gun held up as he walked.
Wanara and Maklavir followed.
“Wait,” said Joseph suddenly.
The three stopped.
The scout bent down on the ground of the left-hand passage, then stood up. He held up something in his hand.
Kendril pushed past Maklavir and Wanara. “What is it?”
Joseph turned the small object over in his fingers. “It looks like a tiny broken piece of ceramic.”
Maklavir flapped his hands at his side. “How on Zanthora does that help us find Kara?”
Joseph turned, looking down the passageway behind them. It ended in a plain wooden door at the end.
“Because,” Joseph said in his soft drawl, “I’ve seen pieces of this same pottery before.” He tossed it down to the floor and stood up. “Back at Dutraad’s mansion.”
 
Bronwyn lowered her head and brought the dagger flat against her chest, holding it with both hands. She nodded to Mina. “Step forward.”
Mina nodded, licking her lips and glancing around at the ring of cultists nervously. “You’re s-s-sure this is s-s-safe?”
Bronwyn smiled sweetly. “Of course, my dear. You do want to be beautiful, don’t you? To have men desire you?”
Mina looked down quickly, her face blushing. “Yes.”
Bronwyn extended her arm. “Then step forward, right next to the altar.”
The noblewoman bit her lip for a long moment, then took two halting steps until she was right next to the altar.
The knife glittered in the torchlight as Bronwyn raised it again.
The chanting began anew, soft but persistent.
Kara closed her eyes, ignoring the shrieking pain in her hands and feet, the icy chill that was seeping through her entire quaking body. She kept cutting at the rope desperately with the shard. 
And she prayed that in the darkness, no one would notice what she was doing....
 
Kendril whirled around, his black cloak spinning behind him. He lowered his pistol. “Empty,” he said in disgust. “It’s a dead end.”
Joseph wandered through the pile of crates, his eyes carefully searching and scanning.
Maklavir leaned up against the wall by the door of the storage room and crossed his arms. “Perhaps we should backtrack.”
Kendril made a face, then nodded. “Right. Back down that other passage.” He moved for the door, signaling to Wanara to follow. “There was another door behind the—”
“Here,” said Joseph. He jumped around the side of a crate. “This wall. Look.”
Kendril paused, and turned with a questioning look on his face.
Joseph bent down and rubbed his fingers on the floor. “Scuff marks. On the wood here.” He looked up. “There have been people stepping around here. Repeatedly.” He put both hands on the side. “Kendril, help me out.”
The Ghostwalker stepped over to the wall and looked at it skeptically. He heaved his shoulder against it.
It didn’t budge.
Kendril looked down at the bottom of the wall, straining to see in the near-darkness of the supply room. “There’s something here,” he declared. “A crack.”
Joseph put his finger down by the bottom of the wall. “Cold air.” He straightened up. His eyes fell on a torch holder fastened on the wall to the right. He reached over, grabbed it, and twisted it to one side.
Part of the wall swung open.
They all leaned in to look inside.
A short flight of stairs descended into darkness just inside the secret door. The whiff of raw sewage came from below, accompanied by the gurgle of running water.
Maklavir pulled his cap down on his head. “Eru, not another underground temple,” he groaned.
 
Kara couldn’t see. 
She was cutting, rubbing the shard repeatedly against the rope tied around her wrist, but she couldn’t twist her neck far enough to see what she was doing. It was all she could do to keep her frozen fingers to hold of the tiny piece of pottery.
It was harder than it had seemed at first to cut a rope off her wrist with a shard of pottery. Kara had no way of knowing if she had even started to split a single strand. The pottery shard was sharp, but it was no knife. There was no way of telling just how long it might take.
And even if she did cut through the rope, what then? She would have one arm free, but her other hand and both feet were still bound fast. She couldn’t escape off the altar, couldn’t even really defend herself. 
So really, what was the point?
Survival, she thought. Getting her wrist free was a chance. Not much of a chance, but a chance nonetheless. She hadn’t survived as long as she had by giving up. It wasn’t in her nature. She would fight to the last, claw any face that got to close, make them pay for killing her—
If, that is, she was even cutting the rope at all. She was afraid to look. If she looked, the cultists surrounding her might follow her gaze and notice the subtle action of her wrist.
So she kept rubbing the shard against the rope, trying to ignore the shaking cold that was seeping through her bones and making it hard to think, hard even to move.
Mina looked down at Kara. “I’m s-s-sorry,” she whispered.
The thief swallowed, hoping that in the shadowy darkness of the sewer outlet chamber Lady Dutraad wouldn’t notice what she was doing with the ropes on her wrist.
Kara tried to answer, something snarky, something that would put Dutraad’s wife in her place.
She couldn’t. She was too cold, too numb to even speak. Her whole body was trembling uncontrollably. She was cold, colder than she had ever been before. It was hard to think. Kara felt suddenly tired, almost drowsy. She hadn’t slept in so long. It would be so nice just to close her eyes, to drift off into a blissful, oblivious sleep….
The chanting increased, rising in tempo as the cultists sang the incantation in unison.
The words hurt Kara’s ears. She felt so tired, so cold.
She closed her eyes and relaxed, just for a moment. A sweet, deliciously long moment. 
Kara jerked herself back to consciousness. Her body was half-frozen, shaking, but still there. She couldn’t fall asleep, couldn’t let herself doze off. It was the cold. It would kill her if she let it.
Then she realized.
The pottery shard. When she had dozed off, it had fallen out of her hand.
It was gone.
Bronwyn stepped up to the altar. She looked across at Mina with a smile. “Are you ready?”
The noblewoman nodded silently.
Kara felt like screaming. She couldn’t even get her mouth to move.
“Accept this gift, O blessed Indigoru!” Bronwyn lifted the dagger high above her head. Its sharp tip was pointed directly at Kara’s chest. “May this blood break the veil between your world and ours!”
Mina closed her eyes, breathing rapidly. The Soulbinder around her neck seemed to darken, drawing in the faint light around it into a congealed shadow. 
Kara pulled as hard as she could on the ropes that bound her wrists.
Nothing. She couldn’t even feel her hands any more.
“Come to us!” Bronwyn screamed.
It was over. Kara couldn’t fight any more. She was tired, so tired. She needed to sleep now, to close her eyes and just let the blackness take her into its welcome arms.
The cultists gathered around, chanting eagerly as they strained to see what was going to happen.
Bronwyn glanced down at Kara with a cruel, cold smile. “Goodbye, Lady Maklavir.”
There was a flash and a roar, an echoing crack that filled the entire chamber.
One of the cultists next to Bronwyn lurched forward as half his head vanished in a red puff of brains and blood. 
At the same moment another cultist whirled around, falling to the floor with a gasp of pain. Blood stained the top of his robe. 
All heads swiveled towards the sound of the gunfire, even as the cultists instinctively reached for the weapons they had hidden under their long robes.
Kara managed to turn her head. There, floating in her fading vision like a black spectre was Kendril. He was coming towards her with both smoking pistols in his hands. 
Joseph was right behind him, his rapier drawn and shining brightly in the light of the torches.
Kara smiled.
Then her eyes slid shut and everything faded to a soft, welcoming blackness.
 
Kendril pocketed the pistols and went for the hilt of  his swords. “Wanara!” he shouted over his shoulder.
The female Ghostwalker braced her crossbow against her shoulder.
Joseph saw Kara’s prostrate form on the altar and gave a sharp cry. He pushed past Kendril, running across the icy stones towards the man-made island in the middle of the underground lake.
The cultists moved, shouting and screaming obscenities as they drew daggers, clubs, and various other weapons from under their robes.
Bronwyn grabbed a nearby cultist with a snarl. She jerked the startled man in front of her.
Wanara’s crossbow sang out. The cultist fell back hard against the altar with a bolt through his right eye.
Wanara ducked back to reload.
Maklavir stepped up beside her, his blade out and ready. He saw Kara as well, and started to follow Joseph towards the altar.
Kendril leapt into the midst of the cultists like a hurricane.
His short swords hissed and swiped, cutting a swathe through the lightly-armed zealots. He ducked, parried, slashed and thrust like a madman, tearing his way into the heart of the enemy.
Within seconds three cultists were dead on the slimy stones. Two others were bleeding badly. 
Bronwyn dodged back behind the altar.
Mina stood stock still, either unable or unwilling to move.
Joseph jumped up towards the altar.
Two cultists leapt into his path to block him.
The grizzled scout folded one arm behind his back, dropped into a fencing position, and cut forward with his long rapier. The stabbing blade shot forward and back like the flicks of a long steel tongue.
Both cultists fell dead, run through by Joseph’s blade.
“Mina!” Bronwyn shouted at the stunned woman. She grabbed the noblewoman by the back of her robe and bodily pulled her away from the altar. 
Kendril dodged another attack, then lunged forward with his sword and knocked the cultist into the chilly green water. He looked back up at Joseph.
Joseph brought his rapier down on the ropes that held Kara in one swift stroke after another. The steel of his blade sparked as it rang against the stone of the altar.
Kara wasn’t moving. Her eyes were closed, her red hair splayed out behind her head like dead rose. Blue tinged her lips and outstretched fingers.
Joseph dropped his rapier and grabbed Kara’s face with both hands. He turned her head towards him.
A cultist appeared suddenly behind the scout. He raised a club.
Joseph didn’t even notice.
Maklavir crashed sideways into the cultist. 
The man flew down the stone island and into the sludge of the lake. 
Maklavir spun around, his sword out and ready. “Watch your back, old chap!” he called back to his friend. 
“Kara!” Joseph shouted. He leaned in closer to the unconscious girl. “Kara!”
Kendril took a step back and blocked a frantic blow from another attacking cultist. His blade rang from the impact.
Maklavir looked to his left. “Kendril!”
Kendril parried another blow, then killed his robed assailant with a thrust through the man’s unprotected chest. He snapped his head around in response to Maklavir’s warning.
Bronwyn, Mina, and two other robed cultists were dashing down the stone path towards the chamber’s exit.
Wanara was kneeling between the fleeing group and the doorway. She was still reloading her crossbow.
Kendril snarled in rage and frustration as he pulled his sword out of the cultist, then kicked the body into the icy water.
“Maklavir, help me!” Joseph roared. He tore away at the last ropes that bound Kara to the altar.
Wanara dropped her half-loaded crossbow to the ground. She rose and drew a dagger from beneath her black cloak.
Kendril tossed aside his sword, then snatched a third firearm, a small silver pistol from behind his back. He aimed it at the cultists. “Bronwyn!” he yelled.
The witch hesitated, and so did Mina and the other two cultists.
“She’s dying,” Joseph gasped to Maklavir. “Grab her feet.”
Wanara stepped between Bronwyn and the exit. 
Bronwyn smiled coyly at Kendril. She nodded to one of the hooded cultists.
The robed figure tossed back its cowl. A long brown ponytail uncurled from underneath. A half-white mask glistened in the half-light of the room.
Nadine.
Kendril shifted his pistol and aimed at the female assassin.
Wanara took a step forward.
Maklavir gaped over his shoulder at the scene on the causeway.
“Her legs, Maklavir!” Joseph cried. “We’ve got to get her—”
A cultist appeared out of the darkness on the other side of the altar, a dagger in his hand. “The goddess rises!” he screamed. The dagger in his hand flashed down. 
Straight towards Kara’s breast.
 



Chapter 12
 
Kendril fired.
His pistol barked. The flash lit the darkness of the chamber for a moment, like a stray lightning bolt. 
The shot hit the cultist right above the heart. 
He flew back. The dagger that was in his hand a moment before clattered off into the darkness and skittered off the slick stones into the lake with a splash.
Joseph and Maklavir stared at the dead cultist in shocked surprise.
Kendril whirled back towards the causeway.
Bronwyn and her companions were just escaping through the archway.
Wanara lay in a crumpled heap on the ground.
Kendril snatched up his sword and ran towards the fallen Ghostwalker.
Maklavir and Joseph lifted Kara off the altar.
The redheaded thief gave no sign of life. Her body was completely limp.
Kendril threw himself next to Wanara. He rolled her over onto her back with his black-gloved hands.
The woman’s chest was dark with blood, her vest torn by a vicious stab wound. Already a pool of red was spreading underneath her, running into the green slime of the lake.
She blinked up at Kendril. Her face was pale, almost as white as her hair.
“I’m sorry,” Kendril said. It was all he could think to say.
Wanara closed her eyes. Her ragged breathing ceased.
Kendril stood back up. His face was as hard as flint.
“She’s freezing to death,” Joseph called out. 
Kendril turned his head.
Joseph and Maklavir hurried up the causeway, carrying Kara’s unmoving form between them. “We have to warm her up,” the scout continued. Doubt and concern were plain on his face. “Fast.”
Kendril didn’t answer. He stared down for a long moment at Wanara’s lifeless form. 
He could have shot Nadine. Why hadn’t he shot Nadine? For that matter, why not Lady Dutraad? She had been wearing the Soulbinder around her neck.
But he hadn’t. He had saved Kara by killing the cultist. 
Madris was right, Kendril realized in a single blinding moment of clarity. He had put his friend over the safety of the entire city, over all of Zanthora. 
And now Wanara was dead, the first of many. All because of his own short-sightedness.
And cowardice.
Kendril spun towards the chamber’s exit, his face burning with shame and anger, anger at himself, at his own weakness and selfishness. He ran like a man possessed, ignoring the shouts of his friends behind him.
He would catch Bronwyn before she got away. He would get that Soulbinder back. 
He would avenge Wanara.
 
“It was him.” Lillette pushed back the cowl of her robe, her brown hair in disarray. “The Ghostwalker from Dutraad’s house.”
Bronwyn smiled. She pushed her way past a prop tree leaning against the backstage wall. “Yes, it was. Dear, dear, Kendril. You really have to admire his persistence.”
Lillette stared at Bronwyn in confusion. “He killed the others and disrupted the ceremony. How can we summon the goddess now?”
Bronwyn turned suddenly. 
Nadine stopped beside her.
Mina, still trembling, stood nearby. She glanced nervously back down the row of unused sets that loomed in the darkness behind them.
“Actually,” Bronwyn said, “we finished almost all of the ceremony.” She looked over at the assassin. “Nadine, the Ghostwalker and his friends will be coming after us. You know what you need to do.”
Nadine clenched both hands over her heart. “Yes, mistress.” She vanished back into the shadows.
Lillette glanced back behind them too, as if expecting to see the Ghostwalker at any moment. “But…the sacrifice? We still need blood to complete the ritual, don’t we?”
“Actually,” Bronwyn chimed with her cloying voice, “we do. So sorry.”
Lillette turned back around, a look of sudden alarm on her face. 
Bronwyn stabbed her dagger into Lillette’s chest. 
 
There was a round of thunderous applause from the stage. It was hard to imagine that in the main opera house there were a thousand audience members watching a performance, oblivious to the conflict that was happening right now backstage.
Kendril pushed a stagehand out of his way with a bestial growl.
The startled man stumbled and crashed into a pile of boxes.
Kendril didn’t look. He didn’t care. Inwardly he cursed himself for being such a soft, sentimental fool. There was only one thought on his brain, and it burned like a hot coal. 
Stop Bronwyn. Get the Soulbinder. Nothing else mattered. 
Nothing.
There were no tracks to follow, no trail to guide him. Kendril just ran on instinct and sheer gut, chasing after a foe that could be lurking anywhere in the shadows of the backstage. He dodged around piles of rope, leapt over crates, weaved through sets and sandbags. Every step was either taking him closer to his quarry or farther away from them. There was no way to be sure which.
Out on the stage more singing erupted again in earnest. A whole chorus piece. Paletto sounded like it was reaching the end of the first half.
Kendril turned a corner, running madly down a long space behind some dusty sets. He saw something ahead, on the ground.
He slowed, out of breath from the run. He was surprised to realize that he had been reloading his pistol as he ran. It was such an ingrained habit that he did it without even thinking, a knee-jerk reaction. He snapped back the lock and kept the pistol out in his hand, then stepped forward cautiously.
It was a body. Not a stagehand, but one of the cultists, wearing a robe. There was a large stain of blood on the floor underneath it.
Kendril knelt down cautiously, watching the shadows around him warily. He grabbed the cultist’s body by the shoulder and flipped it over.
It was Lilette. A stab wound to the chest was the obvious cause of death.
Kendril felt an uneasy tingling up the small of his back. Something was wrong. Who had killed Lillette, and why? And how—?
One of the shadows moved, just to Kendril’s left.
He leapt up and back.
A throwing blade hissed a finger’s width past his chest and struck into a nearby support beam.
Kendril whipped up his pistol.
Nadine was already on him. She twisted around and beside him with supernatural speed, then grabbed his gun arm and twisted it up.
Kendril threw out a punch with his other arm. 
The assassin blocked it with the side of her free arm, then spun around and cracked Kendril’s arm hard against the side of the set.
He grimaced in pain, but kept hold of the pistol. He whirled around the opposite direction and aimed an elbow strike at the back of her head.
Nadine ducked under the blow and punched him hard in the lower part of his back.
Kendril stumbled down to the ground. 
The pistol in his hand blasted out. The shot slammed into the side of the set.
With a snarl Kendril stood and hurled the spent pistol at Nadine.
She dodged it almost casually, then instantly produced two long knives in her hands. A smile appeared on the half of her face that was visible. “Miss me, handsome?”
Kendril didn’t answer. He drew both his short swords. 
Nadine came at him.
 
Joseph went for the first door in the hallway. He was still holding Kara with both hands, and didn’t waste time getting an arm free to open it. Instead, he leaned back and kicked it with all his might.
The door swung inwards and cracked hard against the wall.
Joseph and Maklavir bundled into the room, supporting the unconscious girl between them.
A man sat in a chair in front of a large mirror. His face was almost white with applied makeup. He looked up in horror at the intruders, and half-rose from his seat. “Tuldor’s beard! What do you think—”
Joseph turned his head towards the man. “We need blankets, now!”
The man opened his mouth to answer, but stopped as his eyes fell on Kara.
Joseph laid Kara’s unmoving form down on a thick carpet. He looked up frantically.
There was a fireplace against one wall. It was unlit.
The actor tried again. “What—?” 
Maklavir drew his sword.
Joseph stared up at his companion in surprise.
“She’s dying.” The diplomat’s voice was eerily calm. “Now stop talking and get us some blankets, or as Eru is my witness I’ll run you through.”
The man stared at the naked blade in Maklavir’s hand. He put up his hands, then ran out of the room.
Joseph leaned over Kara. He put one hand against her face.
It was ice cold.
He clapped her hard on the cheek. “Kara, it’s Joseph. Can you hear me?”
She moaned. Her eyes didn’t open.
There was a loud crack from by the desk. 
Joseph looked up.
Maklavir lifted up two pieces of what had been the chair. “Firewood,” he said simply.
Joseph nodded. He could feel his heart racing. His stomach was gripped with fear. “It’ll do. Can you get it going?”
Maklavir snatched an oil lantern off the desktop and gave his trademark smile. “Got it covered.”
 
Kendril didn’t have time for this. Every second he wasted here with Nadine was one more second that Bronwyn had to get away with the Soulbinder.
And deep down, flickering dully to the surface of his mind in fits and starts, was a certain level of fear.
He was beginning to think he couldn’t beat this assassin.
Nadine flashed forward with a stab.
Kendril blocked it with his sword. 
Was Nadine’s knife poisoned? Probably. One cut, then, and it was all over. 
Kendril swiped back with his own sword.
Nadine danced effortlessly out of the way. 
Eru she was fast.
Kendril jumped back and crashed into two stagehands.
They shouted in surprise, then in fear as they saw the flashing blades and intense combat. They turned and ran off.
Kendril ignored them. His focus was on the scything knives that lashed out at him again and again.
She was fast. Crazy fast. This was his fourth time going up against her, and her speed and skill surprised him all over again. The way she moved just didn’t seem possible.
There was a warbling of a single soprano from somewhere behind Kendril.
The opera. Of course. It was still going. 
He tripped backwards, losing ground and fighting desperately. 
Someone shouted something. 
Kendril felt a hand pluck momentarily at his cloak. Furious, he tore away, barely blocking one of Nadine’s attacks in the process. His gaze stayed riveted on the long knives she held in each hand.
She parried his blow, then twirled nimbly and kicked him hard in the center of his chest.
Kendril stumbled backwards. He crashed through a thick curtain, then he was suddenly out in an open, blindingly lit space. Surprised, he raised a hand against the glare.
There was a row of glow-globes immediately to his right, set into the edge of a platform. Beyond that, barely visible past the brilliant lights, was a sea of faces that stretched up and away as far as he could see.
The singing suddenly stopped.
“Ashes,” Kendril swore.
Nadine swept past the curtain, then lunged at him again.
 
Olan moved down the upper hall of the theater. He paused outside of the open entrance to each private box as he went, peering inside.
Nothing. If it hadn’t been for their warm reception at the theater’s entrance, he would have thought they were on a wild goose-chase. As it was, he was beginning to think more and more that Kendril and Wanara were on the right track. The enemy undoubtedly lay somewhere backstage, amid the bowels of the theater.
So why had he sent Kendril back there in the first place? A stupid mistake on his part. The Ghostwalker was so rash and foolish that he might well lose them their quarry. He didn’t know what Madris saw in Kendril, why she listened to him and kept defending him.
Olan reached the end of the hall and turned with a scowl on his face. There were four levels of private boxes set above the level of seats on the ground floor of the opera house. He had seen nothing unusual in any of them.
It was time to get backstage.
He strode quickly down the carpeted hall, one hand on the hilt of his sword. At this point he didn’t know who in this theater to trust. It was obvious the cult had been operating out of here for quite some time, probably with the support of the theater’s owner.
As much as he hated to admit it, Olan was beginning to think that Kendril’s suspicions about the cult were right. It had its tendrils throughout the city, probably allied with other mystery cults as well. 
There was no telling how much of Vorten had been turned to Seteru worship.
Olan neared the top of the stairs. He motioned to Hamis. “Nothing here. Let’s get backstage. Kendril’s probably found the whole cult by now.”
Hamis was staring down at the stage far below them. “You could say that again,” he rumbled. He pointed.
The orchestral music continued, but the singing that had been filling the hall just moments before had abruptly stopped. 
Olan turned his head and looked. “Great Eru in Pelos,” he breathed.
 
Nadine’s daggers sliced through the air.
Kendril leapt back. He shoved a chorus member dressed in a barbarian costume out of his way, then blocked both of the assassin’s attacks.
Nadine somersaulted behind three peasant maidens holding buckets and fake geese, then tossed a throwing knife at the Ghostwalker.
Kendril ducked. 
The blade spun off into the orchestra pit.
There was a ripple of murmurs and hushed conversation through the large audience. Some people began to stand.
Everyone on stage stared at Kendril and Nadine. A plump, blonde-haired woman dressed in a milkmaid’s outfit stood in the center of the stage. Her mouth was open so wide a frog could have leapt in.
The orchestra began to falter. The whispers in the audience became more intense.
Kendril and Nadine pushed out into the center of the stage, their blades ringing and whistling as they fought each other.
Cast members scurried out of their way. 
In the audience someone laughed nervously. 
The orchestra’s playing ground to a discordant halt. The hall was now filled with the confused conversation of the audience members.
One of the chorus members stepped towards Nadine with an extended arm.
She whirled and slashed his throat.
A cacophony of screams erupted from the audience.
The actors bolted, running for either side of the stage. They tore at each other in their haste, shouting and yelling. One of the set pieces, a large wooden backdrop painted to resemble a Rajathan vineyard, came crashing down with a thunderous boom.
Screams and shouts filled the opera house. The audience members began to stand, clawing their way to the exits.
Nadine kicked a basket out of her way. She cocked her head at Kendril and smiled, her long knives at the ready.
There was no time to reload another pistol. It was blade work now, fast and sharp. 
The problem was, Nadine was faster.
Kendril staggered back. He was out of breath. His hands ached from where the iron pokers had bruised them the night before. A sudden weariness overtook him. He hadn’t slept in almost two days. 
He shook his head, blinking hard. Not now. He had to keep his wits and his focus.
Nadine clucked her tongue. “Am I too much for you, handsome?”
“Go to the Third Fire,” Kendril spat.
He launched himself forward.
 
Maklavir dropped next to Kara and covered her with a musty blanket.
Joseph looked up. “Is that all you could find?”
“Our friend brought it.” The diplomat inclined his head towards the door. “I must really have scared him. He threw the blanket at me and ran off.”
“Let’s hope he’s not part of the cult.” Joseph wrapped Kara’s inert form in the blanket. 
She was still unconscious, but some color was slowly beginning to return to her face. 
Maklavir got up and moved to the desk. “Yes, well if the worst this cult does is throw blankets at us, I’d be tempted to join myself.” 
“Don’t joke like that.” Joseph rubbed the side of Kara’s face. “She’s still cold.”
Maklavir grunted as he wrenched one of the drawers of the desk out. “Yes, well she was down in that freezing sewer with nothing more than that torn dress of hers on.” He crossed to the fire and tossed the wooden drawer on top of the blaze.
Joseph pulled back the blanket. “It’s wet. And she’s still shivering.” He paused awkwardly. “We should probably…well, get it off her.”
Maklavir crossed his arms. “Ah.”
Joseph’s face turned bright red. “Don’t give me that. It’s—as long as she’s wearing it, she…I mean, she won’t—”
Maklavir cocked an eyebrow. “Right.”
Joseph leaned back and took a deep breath. His hands froze over the girl’s huddled form.
There was an awkward pause.
“Oh for Eru’s sake,” Maklavir said with a roll of his eyes, “step out of the way. You’re more prudish than a Baderan school mistress.”
Joseph backed up a bit. He looked awkwardly away. “You’re sure you don’t…I mean do you need—?”
Maklavir pulled back the blanket. “Trust me, if there is one thing I have plenty of experience with, it’s undressing a woman. Of course, usually they’re awake when I’m doing it.” 
Joseph shyly averted his eyes. He suddenly straightened up. “The music, it’s stopped.”
Joseph and Maklavir both looked at each other.
“Kendril,” they said at the same time.
 
The screams and yells of a thousand panicked people filled the opera house. Everyone was trying to flee down the aisles at once. It was sheer chaos.
Oh, well. Kendril had never been much for the subtle approach anyways.
Nadine parried his blow, then slid under his scything second attack. She aimed a stab up at his gut.
He twisted, catching the edge of her long knife and deflecting it before it cut him open.
She laughed. 
Regnuthu take her, she was actually having fun. And she wasn’t even breathing hard, for Eru’s sake. She was moving with such fluid, dexterous strikes that Kendril felt like a clumsy oaf in comparison. Her swordsmanship was outstanding, her footwork impeccable. 
And Kendril was beginning to suspect that she was deliberately playing with him. She wanted the panic, wanted the fleeing house of people to create even more chaos and confusion…
It was the perfect cover for Bronwyn and Mina to escape.
Kendril set his face. He was being played. And while he fought with this cursed assassin, Vorten’s fate was being sealed. 
He pressed in with another fierce attack, slashing both his blades in quick succession.
She parried both strikes with ease, then skipped back towards the rear of the stage.
“Bronwyn was right,” she said jauntily. “You are a lot of fun, Kendril.” She turned and ran up the flight of stairs that led to the faux castle wall backdrop behind them.
Kendril clenched his hands hard on the hilts of his two swords, then followed quickly after her.
 
The foyer was filled with screaming, jostling people, all desperate to get outside at once. They were shouting, cursing, pushing, and pulling on each other in the general panic.
“Well,” said Tomas with his usual droll inflection, “this will definitely bring the gendarmes.”
Olan stepped out of the way as a group of nobles hurried past him down the stairs. He stared down at the seething crowd below them. “Hamis?”
The bearded Ghostwalker nodded. “Aye?”
“You and Callen watch the doors. Don’t let anyone with the Soulbinder leave.”
Hamis looked down at the crowd, then back at Olan. “How are we supposed to do that? Anyone of those people could have it.”
“Then keep your eyes open for Dutraad’s wife or the witch,” Olan snapped.
Callen gave a helpless shrug. “I don’t know what either of them look like.”
Hamis shook his head. “Sorry, mate. Neither do I.”
Olan shot a glance over towards Tomas.
“Sorry,” the gaunt Ghostwalker replied to the unspoken question. “I’ve seen Lady Dutraad, but not the witch.” He glanced down at the panic below them. “But in that, I don’t think there’s any realistic way to find either of them, much less stop them.”
Olan drew his sword. “We have to try. Change of plans. Tomas, you and Callen watch the doors. Hamis, you’re with me.”
The burly Ghostwalker pulled out the double-handed sword that had been badly hidden under his black cloak. “Where are we going?”
Olan turned towards the stairs. “We have to help Kendril before he gets himself killed.”
Hamis followed after him, pushing several fleeing people out of his way. “I didn’t think you cared,” he shouted down at his commander.
“I don’t,” Olan roared back over his shoulder. “But we need Kendril to find the witch!”
 
“She’s breathing, at least.” Maklavir leaned away from Kara, and sat back against the wall. “And there’s some color back in her cheeks. I’d say that’s a good thing.”
“Yes,” said Joseph anxiously. He glanced towards the open door of the dressing room. The distant sounds of screams, shouts, and the ceaseless pounding of feet came rolling down the hall into the room. “Can you hear it out there? It sounds like the whole bloody Void has opened up. Pure chaos.”
“Yes, well that certainly sounds like Kendril’s work.” Maklavir gave a heavy sigh. 
Joseph put one hand on the hilt of his sword. He glanced down at Kara’s huddled form, his face torn with indecision.
“I’ll stay with her,” Maklavir said softly. 
Joseph stared down at the girl. He drummed his fingers on the rapier handle. “I can’t go,” he said between his teeth. “I…can’t leave her. Not again.”
“You’ll do no more good in here,” Maklavir said firmly. “I’ll keep the fire going and watch over her. Kendril may very well need you.”
Joseph hesitated by the door. He looked over at Maklavir, the agony showing on his face.
“As Eru is my witness,” the diplomat said, “I swear to you that no harm will come to her. Now go.”
Joseph nodded. He gave Kara one last look, then ran out the door.
 
Kendril reached the top of the set. He prayed the structure was sturdy. It was painted to look like an old stone Rajathan wall about fifteen feet high. Really it was made out of flimsy wood. It was probably safe enough for singing extras walking and standing on it.
Whether it was designed for a life-and-death struggle was another matter entirely. 
Kendril dropped into an attack position. 
Nadine lunged at him almost as soon as he cleared the stairs. Her blades flickered through the air, whispering poisoned death.
Blades clanged in rapid succession as Kendril blocked the blows, then swung a return strike at the assassin’s head.
Nadine ducked under the blow, then straightened and attacked again.
Kendril was still out of breath, and the run up the stairs hadn’t helped. His whole body ached, his head was throbbing, and even the old crossbow wound in his side was flaring up with pain again. He gave a ragged breath, fighting through the pain of his weary body.
Nadine jumped back. She sprang over a box that was wedged against the wall.
Kendril should have followed relentlessly. Instead he paused for a moment, trying desperately to catch his breath and slow his pounding heart.
With one swift motion Nadine sheathed both her daggers, then flipped the hooded robe she wore back from her shoulders. 
The dark cloak fell in a heap to the ground around her feet. Underneath the loose-fitting robe the assassin was dressed in form-fitting leather armor. Daggers and throwing stars were tucked into specially-designed pockets on her legs and vest.
Kendril stared, confused and wary. 
Nadine winked at him, then vaulted over the side of the battlements.
Kendril rushed to the edge.
The assassin caught an out-jutting section of the set, swung around it to lessen her fall, then landed as gracefully as a cat on the wooden stage below. She turned her head back to look up. Her long brown ponytail twisted across her shoulder like a snake. The white half-mask she wore gleamed in the light of the stage’s glow-globes.
Fifteen feet. Kendril could already hear his ankle snapping from the fall. He took a deep breath and prepared to jump.
Nadine whipped back an arm. 
The air hissed and flashed as several small throwing blades leapt forward.
Kendril instinctively jumped back, using the wall as cover.
Nothing happened.
“Goodbye, Kendril,” the assassin called out.
Kendril rose from hiding. He heard a snapping, tearing sound above his head.
He looked up.
There, twenty feet above him, hung a massive set-piece, shaped in the form of an absurdly-exaggerated beast of the Void. It lurched downwards suddenly as one of the ropes holding it up snapped, cut by Nadine’s throwing blades. 
A second rope was already fraying and twisting badly.
“Ashes,” Kendril spat. He turned for the stairs.
The rope broke, and the set piece came crashing down.
 



Chapter 13     
 
Kara moaned softly. Her head moved just slightly underneath the blanket.
Maklavir slid over next to her. “Kara? Can you hear me?”
Her eyes blinked slowly open. She turned her head sluggishly. “Mak…Makl--?”
“Yes, it’s me.” He stroked her face gently with his hand. Her cheek was cold. “Joseph has gone to help Kendril. You gave us quite a fright.”
“So…cold…” she whispered. Her eyes slipped shut.
Alarmed, Maklavir bent in closer. His hand was still on her cheek. “Kara?” He glanced up at the fire. He had already thrown another of the desk drawers onto the blaze.
“Mak…Maggli…” she murmured. Her voice was drowsy and slurred, her eyes closed.
Maklavir leaned in. He kissed her on the lips.
She sighed softly.
“I won’t let anything happen to you, Kara, I promise.”
“Mmm.” Her head settled back down to the floor. Her breathing became slow and steady again in sleep.
Maklavir scooted back to the wall. His hands were shaking. 
Where had that come from? He looked guiltily at the door.
No sign of Joseph, thank Eru.
Maklavir closed his eyes and banged the back of his head reproachfully against the wall. “Steady on, Maklavir. Get a hold of yourself.”
He opened his eyes again, and looked over at Kara’s sleeping form.
Tuldor’s beard, she was naked under that blanket—
A huge crashing roar like a cannon shot echoed down the corridor outside the dressing room.
Maklavir jumped to his feet.
What on Zanthora—?
 
Flying debris sprayed from the collapsing set piece in a billowing cloud of sawdust and pieces of wood.
The Void creature shattered in two pieces. One of its wings cracked off and slapped with a boom against the back of the stage. A faux tower crumpled under the impact, taking out the red curtain that covered the side of the stage as it fell. 
Fire flashed from the Void creature’s nostrils, spurts of flame that licked the demolished castle wall. The pyrotechnics, designed for a controlled fiery burst at the climax of the opera, raged out of control. 
Flames began to lick and caress the shattered set piece, climbing higher and higher on the heap of broken wood.
Nadine licked her lips, relishing the sight of all the destruction she had caused.
There was no sign of Kendril. The Ghostwalker was undoubtedly buried under a ton of broken set. 
Correction. Broken, burning set.
Nadine allowed herself a quick sigh. All too disappointingly easy. The Ghostwalker had been slow, granted, and a little on the clumsy side, but the way Bronwyn had spoken of him, Nadine had been expecting something a little…well, more.
Almost reluctantly, Nadine turned towards the orchestra pit.
Two other Ghostwalkers were there. One held a longsword, the other a two-handed greatsword.
“Surrender yourself!” Olan called.
Nadine felt her heart lift a little. 
Apparently the fun wasn’t all over just yet….
 
Callen struggled to see into the mass of people down below them. “What are we even looking for?”
“Ashes if I know.” Tomas bit back an even nastier response. He gripped the railing, his eyes flashing back and forth over the fleeing guests. Surely these doors weren’t the only exit to the theater? How did they even know that the witch would come this way? And what if Kendril already had the Soulbinder, or had killed the witch himself?
In that case, they were wasting time sightseeing out here when they could be back in the theater, actually—
He saw them.
Tomas stared for a moment, stunned into temporary inaction.
There were two of them, Lady Dutraad and another dark-haired woman that Tomas could only assume was the witch Kendril had mentioned. They were both strolling casually towards the doors. 
And there, hanging around Lady Dutraad’s neck in plain sight, was the Soulbinder.
Tomas felt his stomach lurch at the sight of it. It was pure evil, a sphere of darkness that absorbed the light. The glow-globes even seemed to dim as the Soulbinder moved past them.
“There,” Tomas said, grabbing Callen’s arm. “The two women. Quickly, let’s go.”
He turned for the stairs.
And then it hit him. Lady Dutraad and the witch.
They weren’t even trying to hide.
 
Nadine raised her hands to show that she was unarmed. “More Ghostwalkers? This really is my lucky night.”
Olan watched her suspiciously. He motioned to Hamis. “Disarm her.”
The bald Ghostwalker nodded, then moved towards the assassin.
Nadine cast innocent eyes on Hamis. “So, the girl with the white hair? She was one of you?”
He paused. A flicker of anger and worry crossed his face.
“She was very pretty.” Nadine smiled. “It was a pity to kill her.”
“Hamis,” Olan said slowly and quietly, “get her weapons. We need her to find the witch.”
Hamis bared his teeth. He hesitated.
He was enraged, unsettled, torn between following his commander’s orders and just lashing out with the sword in his hands. 
Nadine could see it all in his eyes. 
Perfect.
She leapt forward, cartwheeling across the stage so quickly that neither Ghostwalker even had a moment to react.
No knives this time, she decided. Kendril had been so disappointing as an opponent, she needed a little fun as compensation.
Hamis reacted a second too slow. He swung his massive sword in a two-handed swipe.
Clumsy and rushed.
Nadine ducked under the attack. 
The blade actually swished less than six inches from her face.
Hamis was off-balance from the heavy weight of the weapon.
And just like that, Nadie was inside his defense. She jumped elegantly into the air. Her knee cracked hard into his chest. She did a handspring back, planted her hands on the floor behind her and kicked the stumbling Ghostwalker hard in his face.
He staggered backwards, his mouth bleeding and the wind knocked out of him.
Nadine finished the cartwheel and landed perfectly on her feet. She had barely stopped moving before she rushed forward again.
Stunned, Hamis tried to react. He spat blood from his mouth and pulled up his greatsword.
She attacked him bare-handed in a series of lightning-fast moves. Open hand to face, left knee to stomach. Twist, elbow to the back of his neck.
The greatsword dropped to the ground.
Nadine had fought practice dummies with more fight in them than this. She twirled around like a dancer and gave a full roundhouse kick to the Ghostwalker’s head.
Hamis tripped backwards over two of the glow-globes, then pitched down into the open orchestra pit.
Nadine spun around. 
The second Ghostwalker was almost on top of her.
She somersaulted to one side. 
Olan’s sword cut through empty space.
Nadine smiled. She couldn’t help it. It wasn’t often she was able to have this much fun. How long could she keep them alive, she wondered? The first one might already be dead from the fall. She hoped not.
Olan turned with a snarl. He came towards her again.
Still no knives, she thought. With the poison covering the blades, it would be over far too soon.
Nadine moved forward to meet him.
The Ghostwalker brought his sword down, straight at her head.
He had good form, and good control of his weapon. Nadine always admired that in a man.
Good, but not good enough.
She sprang out of the way of the falling blade with unnatural quickness. It missed her by a good measure.
Olan recovered immediately, and swiped at her again.
She stepped back, and let the blade slice just inches past her breast. She spun in, then threw her shoulders backwards.
She lashed her legs up, catching them around Olan’s neck in a chokehold. Using the momentum of her fall, Nadine twisted her legs and brought the Ghostwalker down hard to the ground. 
He gasped, and tried to cut at her with the sword.
She pushed in closer and tightened the leg lock. It would be so easy to break the man’s neck while he was pinned. 
Despite the fun she was having, she needed to wrap this up. The theater was already deserted, and a quick glance over her shoulder confirmed that the smashed scenery was nearly all ablaze by now. A pall of black smoke drifted out over the empty seats of the theater.
Olan struggled, waving his sword ineffectually. He was strong, no doubt about that, but it needed more than brute strength to break out of the pin that Nadine had him in. 
Oh, well. There were worse ways for a man to die then trapped between the legs of a woman.
Nadine squeezed her legs.
Olan choked.
There was a soft thunk and a rolling sound from behind her.
Nadine turned her head.
A metal grenade, the fuse lit and sputtering, rolled towards her.
 
Tomas and Callen raced for the stairs.
They crashed into a group of aristocrats who were arguing and shouting amongst themselves on the steps.
Tomas snarled and shoved two of the nobles out of his way. “Move!”
Callen came up behind him.
Tomas tried to push himself into the mass of people that blocked the stairs, but the press of bodies was too great for him to get through. He glanced down at Bronwyn and Mina.
The two women were moving through the crowd. They were almost at the doors. People seemed to inexplicably melt away from them to either side, creating a clear path for them.
Tomas scowled, then ran back for the top of the stairs.
“They’re getting away!” Callen shouted.
Tomas ignored him. Over the railing? No good. The floor was too far below, and there was still too many people down there. The back stairs? Possible, but it would take too long. They’d never catch the two women before they exited.
Tomas turned back to the stairs. He reached for the dagger at his belt. It was the front stairs or nothing. 
Even if he had to cut his way down.
“Out of the way!” he bellowed.
Surprised, several faces looked up at him. They were filled with confusion and fear.
Tomas lifted his dagger and tried to look as menacing as he could. “Out of the way!” he repeated.
One of the women screamed. The others melted back, though the staircase was so crowded there wasn’t much room to spare.
Tomas took a step forward.
From the opera hall there came the sound of a sudden, violent explosion.
 
Nadine flipped off Olan. She swept over to the sputtering grenade and gave it a hard kick with the side of her foot. 
The metal sphere sailed out into the rows of abandoned seats beyond the stage.
Still gasping for breath, Olan rolled over onto his back and climbed to his feet. He lifted his sword again, rubbing his reddened throat.
The grenade went off.
There was a deafening bang, followed by a cloud of smoke that plumed up out of the seats below. Pieces of cushion and wood hurtled through the air.
Kendril emerged from the black smoke that swirled around the burning set. A pistol in his hand pointed straight at Nadine.
The assassin backflipped instantly, springing right behind the still-dazed Olan. She pushed up behind him in one swift move, thrusting a long knife against the Ghostwalker’s neck.
Kendril kept his gun pointed at her head.
Olan froze. He dropped his sword. The razor-sharp edge of Nadine’s poisoned blade rested right underneath his adam’s apple.
“This seems familiar,” Nadine crooned from over her hostage’s shoulder.
“There’s no way out of here.” Kendril stepped closer. His black cloak was smoldering in places, and his face was smeared with soot. 
Nadine gave Kendril a chiding glance. “I’ll kill him.”
“I don’t care.”
“Shoot her,” Olan choked out.
“Shush,” Nadine whispered into his ear. “Let the adults talk.” She looked back at Kendril. “You’ve already lost, Kendril. It’s over.”
Kendril stepped to the side. His gun never wavered. “Doesn’t look that way from here.”
“Then you’re not looking hard enough.” Nadine stepped to the side as well, dragging Olan with her.
“Shoot her,” Olan repeated.
Kendril’s face was hard. “We stopped the ritual.”
Nadine tilted her head slightly. “Did you? Then you have nothing to worry about, do you?”
“I’m ordering you to shoot,” Olan said between gasps. 
Kendril flashed the other Ghostwalker an irritated look. “I told you before, I’m not following your orders.” 
Nadine gave a cruel little smile. “You Ghostwalkers really are a sorry lot, aren’t you? Just like quarrelsome little children. And here I had been expecting so much.”
“Sorry to disappoint.” Kendril’s eyes darted back and forth for a moment. “Throw down your knife and I won’t kill you.”
“You don’t mean that.”
“No. But it seemed like the sporting thing to say.”
“Nonsense.” Nadine nodded over her shoulder. “You’re just trying to stall me for a few seconds so that your friend can get behind me.”
Kendril stopped cold. 
Nadine glanced back over her shoulder. 
Joseph came out from behind one of the burning curtains, his rapier drawn and ready.
“Let’s see,” said Nadine philosophically, “how many Ghostwalkers does it take to kill one assassin?”
“Why don’t you get rid of your hostage and we’ll find out?” Kendril said with a nasty grin.
“We don’t want to hurt you, ma’am,” Joseph said. “You’re outnumbered, and surrounded. Best throw your weapons down now.”
Nadine looked back over at Kendril. “Is he serious? And didn’t I kill him already?”
Olan stared hard at Kendril. “Shoot her now.”
Nadine narrowed her eyes. “Please. If Kendril was going to shoot me he would have done it by now.”
“You’re right.” Kendril lifted his pistol, then turned and headed for the edge of the stage. “I’m through playing games with you, Nadine.”
Joseph and Olan both gaped at Kendril’s departing figure.
Nadine brought the knife a hair’s breadth closer to Olan’s neck.
The Ghostwalker commander tensed, his face pale.
“Kendril!” Joseph called after his friend. His rapier drooped.
“I’ll kill him,” Nadine called.
Kendril sprinted down the stairs at the side of the stage. “I told you, I don’t care,” he tossed back over his shoulder. “You’re stalling us, Nadine. All so Bronwyn can get away with the Soulbinder. Well I’m through playing.” He turned and began running up the aisle of the opera house.
Fury crossed the assassin’s masked face. 
Joseph took a step forward.
“Kendril!” Olan croaked. “Kendril!”
Nadine kicked him to one side, then ran for the edge of the stage.
Olan collapsed into a heap on the wooden floor.
Joseph reached down with his free hand for the throwing knife that was sheathed in the top of his boot.
Nadine reached the end of the platform.
She jumped.
 
Tomas had lost sight of Bronwyn and Lady Dutraad. Even though the swirl and press of people in the foyer was thinning as more and more made it outside, here at ground level it was difficult to pick out individuals amongst the crowd.
And the explosion in the opera house, what had that been? There was no way to know, but the real battle was going on back in there. 
Out here in the foyer Tomas and Callen were stuck playing a very unsuccessful game of crowd control. 
“Do you see them?” Tomas yelled back over the roaring tumult of the exiting nobles.
Callen glanced wildly back and forth. “No!”
Tomas felt his stomach drop. Had the two cultists made it outside already? In the mass of people, it was almost impossible to tell. 
But they had the Soulbinder. Tomas had seen it himself with his own eyes.
He had to do something, and fast.
Tomas grabbed Callen by his cloak, and pulled the other Ghostwalker bodily towards the large front doors of the theater.
 
Nadine was coming right at him.
Kendril whirled around. He shoved the pistol back into his belt and reached for his swords.
The firearm was still unloaded. Between the set collapsing on top of his head and the fire that had almost burned him up he hadn’t had any time to reload it. Truthfully, it had been a miracle that none of his bullet cartridges had exploded in the spreading heat and flames of the fire that was now quickly devouring the entire stage. 
Nadine snapped forward an arm as she ran.
There was a flash of shining metal in the air. Throwing blades. 
Kendril had been expecting that. Fighting this crazed woman was starting to become like a predictable dance. 
He dodged back and to the left, then grabbed the edge of his cloak and whipped it around in front of him as a makeshift shield.
One blade stuck into a nearby cushioned seat. Another cut into his cloak and hung fast.
Kendril gave his cloak a shake. The blade flew loose.
Flames leapt high on the stage. The main opera hall was fast filling with a choking black smoke.
Nadine leapt straight at Kendril, her blades glimmering with dark intent. The smoke parted around her like wraiths shifting from her path. 
He met her half-way.
Their blades flickered, crossed and parried. 
She swept to his side and lashed out another attack.
He blocked it, then stabbed forward.
She dodged. 
Not blocked, not parried, but actually dodged the blasted sword. How in Eru’s name could anyone be that fast?
Kendril didn’t know, and he didn’t care. He was losing his patience and temper quickly. Nadine was deliberately delaying them, buying time for Bronwyn and Lady Dutraad to escape.
It was time for it to stop.
She leapt around the edge of a seat, planted a foot on the back of it and jumped into the middle of the aisle behind Kendril.
He spun around, and slashed out viciously with both his swords.
The assassin cartwheeled back and away from the scything blades.
Kendril stumbled forward a step, off balance for a half-second.
Nadine saw her chance and jumped in.
Snarling, Kendril flicked his own blade up to meet hers. 
The two weapons clanged and locked together at the hilts. The two combatants stood there for a moment, panting and face-to-face.
“Want to give up?” Kendril gasped.
“Please,” Nadine smiled in return. “I could kill you any time I want.”
“Let’s see,” said Kendril. He pushed the blades off to one side and slammed his whole body into her.
Surprised by the move, Nadine careened back several steps.
For a long second they were both off-balance, stumbling and tripping.
In the confusion Kendril grabbed the white half-mask she wore on her face.
He tore it off.
 
“What the devil is going on?” Lieutenant Gradine pushed through the crowd of panicked people, his boots sinking into the churned slush by the side of the street.
A gendarme saluted. “Not sure, sir. Looks like fire.” He pointed up to the front doors of the opera house. Wisps of black smoke were already beginning to curl out into the cold night air. “People are shouting and screaming about a fight inside. Two people in black cloaks, sir.”
Gradine swore under his breath. “Bloody Ghostwalkers.” He looked up the steep steps of the opera house.
There was crazed confusion there. People were running, screaming. Coaches were jammed on the street, trying to collect the refugees. A thousand frightened people, all trying to escape from the same building at the same moment. It was a recipe for disaster if ever there was one.
Gradine pushed a flailing woman out of his way, and grabbed the gendarme by the shoulder. He shouted to be heard over the tumult all around them. “How many men do you have?”
“Half a dozen, sir.” The gendarme glanced back up at the doors. “We’ll need more for the fire.”
“We’ll need more just to stop these people from killing themselves,” Gradine growled. He clapped the gendarme hard on the arm. “Try to get some kind of order going here. Get those Void-cursed coaches out of here, and get everyone across the street.” He stepped aside as a shouting man raced close by. “Start a bucket brigade with any able-bodied men you can find, and fast.”
The gendarme saluted. “Yes, sir, but how—?”
The question was lost in a sudden quieting of the crowd.
Gradine and the gendarme stared up the steps of the opera house, surprised at the sudden stillness.
Two figures, both wearing long dark robes with hoods cast over their faces stepped out onto the top of the opera house steps.
The crowd shrank away from them, as if instinctually afraid to get too close.
Gradine lowered his eyebrows, his carbine half-raised. “What is this all about, then? Those the Ghostwalkers?”
The gendarme cocked his head. “I…don’t know.” He turned his head back down the street. “Sir!”
Gradine followed his gaze.
A line of about horsemen, wearing the tall bearskin hats of the gendarmes, were coming at a quick trot up the middle of the street. 
“Well,” said Gradine as he tugged at the rim of his own hat, “looks like either way we just got some reinforcements.”
 
Nadine screamed.
She wilted back, her hands over her face.
Kendril dropped into a defensive position, prepared for anything.
Nadine slowly took her hands away. She turned her head, and glared venomously at Kendril.
The Ghostwalker raised his head. 
“Great Eru,” Joseph whispered. He had come up just behind Kendril.
“I’m not worthy,” the assassin cried. She dropped to her knees and grabbed at her hair, tearing and pulling at it with her hands. “The goddess…she cannot see me like this. What have you done?” She looked up at Kendril, her eyes crazed. “What have you done?”
Kendril and Joseph both stared, speechless.
Nadine’s face, the half of it that had been covered with the mask, was a mass of scars, burns, and welts, a horrible mixture of injuries of all kinds.
Self-inflicted injuries.
“I am nothing,” Nadine said. She closed her eyes, rocking back and forth on her knees. “The goddess is everything. The goddess is beautiful. I am an abomination. The goddess lives. Indigoru rises.” Tears rolled down her scarred face.
Kendril lowered his swords. 
Joseph came up beside the Ghostwalker. 
Around them the smoke was thickening, making their eyes water and singeing the backs of their throats.
Nadine looked up at them. Her eyes were filled with loathing and hatred. “Your city will fall,” she hissed. “It has already begun. Despair is here. Indigoru is here. You will all fall into darkness and fire.”
“But not you?” Kendril asked.
The assassin shook her head. “I have failed my goddess.” She lifted her poisoned dagger.
Kendril and Joseph both tensed. They raised their weapons.
Nadine gave a mocking smile. “You will both suffer before the end.”
She stabbed herself in the chest.
 



Chapter 14
 
Tomas barely made it out the door without being smashed in the press of people.
Dark smoke was pouring out from the inside of the opera house, filling the foyer so that it was almost impossible to breathe. 
And yet, much to the Ghostwalker’s irritation, the crowd of people didn’t seem to be moving at all. They had stopped, as if frozen into complete inaction.
Tomas pushed and fought his way through the stand-still. He hoped Callen was still behind him, not that the avowed pacifist would be much use in a fight. For that matter, Tomas wasn’t much use in a fight either, if it came down to it. He would rather have had Hamis or Olan by his side.
Or ashes, even Kendril.
Why weren’t people moving? The smoke alone should only be adding to the panic and chaos.
Tomas wiggled between two nobles, then stopped.
He could feel it in the air. A change of some kind, like the tingle of electricity before a lightning strike. 
Over the shoulders of the people in front of him, he could see the witch and Lady Dutraad standing at the top of the stairs that led down to the street below. The crowd was instinctually giving them a wide birth.
Tomas looked back behind him. Callen was out of sight. 
He looked back at the two women. They were still just standing there, making no move to escape or run.
Something was very, very wrong.
 
Captain Potemkin threw himself off his mount. His face was such a mask of fury that the nearby gendarmes moved back a step back.
The street was in chaos. One coach had already overturned, other horses were starting to start at the smell of smoke. And there was plenty of smoke, all pouring out of the opera house. Smoke meant fire, and a fire in a city like Vorten could quickly rage out of control, even on a cold winter day. If it wasn’t put out quickly, it could spread and devour this whole section of the city in no time.
By Eru, the people weren’t even moving. Most of them were just standing around on the opera house steps. 
Potemkin was going to need more than twenty gendarmes. This was a mess, and it was fast having the potential to be a major catastrophe. 
And he already knew who was to blame. Madris and her Ghostwalkers. It had to be. There was no way that any of this could be a coincidence.
Potemkin scowled. He would have a word with Madris later. Right now he had to get those people moving, then get a makeshift bucket brigade going. 
He looked around, his eyes falling on Lieutenant Gradine. 
The man was simply standing there, gawking up at the steps of the opera house.
Odd. Gradine was a capable officer. Not the kind of man to stand around uselessly in a crisis.
“Get this street cleared,” Potemkin roared over his shoulder to the gendarmes who were leaping off their horses. “Send back to town hall, get the Lord Mayor right now.  And find that Ghostwalker Madris. I want to talk with her.” He strode over and wrenched Gradine around by the man’s shoulder. “Lieutenant, what on Zanthora are you doing? Tuldor’s beard, man, report. What are we dealing with here?”
The lieutenant looked at him blankly, then lifted a finger towards the steps.
Potemkin glanced up and noticed for the first time what everyone was staring at.
Two women, wearing hooded robes.
Potemkin started to shout another command, then stopped, the words dying on his tongue.
He narrowed his eyes and blinked.
That wasn’t possible. It must be some kind of illusion, a trick of the light.
One of the women almost looked like she was…
Floating.
 
Nadine collapsed to the ground. Her body twitched and shook. Foam dribbled out of her mouth.
Joseph snatched the herb bag that hung at his side and began to step forward.
Kendril grabbed him roughly by the arm and stopped him.
“She’s dying,” Joseph said.
The Ghostwalker’s eyes were void of emotion. “She killed herself.” He turned his head back to the stage. The whole structure was already engulfed in flames. “We have to save those who can still be saved.”
Joseph’s eyes widened. “Kara.”
Kendril nodded. “Go.”
Joseph turned and ran back towards the flames and billowing smoke.
Kendril turned back to Nadine.
She lay on her side, curled into a ball. Blood seeped from the wound in her chest into the carpet. Her body was convulsing in its death throes. Whether it was from the wound or the poison on the blade, Kendril couldn’t tell.
She looked up at him through blood-shot eyes. “You…will all…burn…”
Kendril stepped up to her fallen form. “Eru grant you mercy, for I guarantee you won’t get any from me.”
The assassin actually managed to smile despite the pain that wracked her body. “Your god…is dead,,.”
“So are you,” Kendril replied, his voice like ice. 
He swung his sword down.
Olan came staggering up the aisle. He was supporting Hamis, who was bleeding from a large gash to the head.
Kendril looked back at the two other Ghostwalkers questioningly.
Olan glanced down at Nadine’s body, then back up at Kendril. “Wanara?”
Kendril shook his head. He tried not to let the sudden stab of guilt he felt show on his face.
Olan grimaced. “We have to stop that witch. Tomas and Callen are at the front doors. Go help them. I’ll get Hamis out of here.”
The burly Ghostwalker snorted. “I don’t need anyone’s help,” he spat. He continued to hold on to Olan, however, and his face was deathly pale. 
Kendril didn’t hesitate. He turned and bolted up the aisle.
Behind him, part of the stage collapsed into smoke and embers.
 
“It’s the Ghostwalkers, isn’t it?” Baron Dutraad dismounted from his horse. His sword had been returned to him, and it jangled in its sheath at its side. “I knew it. They’re trouble, that lot. I—” He stared up at the opera hall. “Vesuna’s blood, is that smoke?” He glanced around at the assembled gendarmes.
They were all staring wide-eyed at the stairs.
Dutraad turned round in irritation. “Shouldn’t we form a bucket line or something? Captain Potemkin? Great Eru, man, have you taken leave of your senses?”
Potemkin felt paralyzed. He couldn’t move, couldn’t tear his eyes away from the two women on the steps. 
Dutraad snorted. “Why are all those people just standing—?” He stopped in the middle of his sentence. “I say, is that…Mina?”
“Get them back.”
Dutraad turned his head  at the new voice. 
Potemkin, as if breaking from a spell, looked over as well.
Madris came over to them across the slush and snow of the street, moving as quickly as she could with her cane. 
The gendarme captain’s face hardened. “Madris. You have a lot to answer—”
The elderly Ghostwalker glanced up at the steps of the opera house. “Get those people back.” She looked straight at Potemkin, and the expression on her face startled him. “Get them back now.”
 
The doorway collapsed, sending out a flurry of sparks and a torrent of black smoke.
Joseph drew up about twenty feet away, cursing under his breath. The heat was intense. He lifted a hand to shield his face.
The way to the backstage was blocked.
Joseph glanced back up at the stage.
The whole structure was a blazing inferno. The fire was spreading quickly out into the seats and climbing up the side walls.
Kara was still down there. Maklavir too.
Joseph coughed in the choking smoke, and took a quick estimation of the doorway in front of him,
It wasn’t a simple matter of braving the fire to run through. The entire entrance was completely blocked by flaming debris.
He would never survive the attempt.
And if he stayed in here much longer, the smoke would kill him.
Joseph paused for one more long moment, staring at the shattered doorway. 
He had no choice. Eru help him, he had to go.
Joseph turned and headed back for the front doors.
He had saved Kara from the freezing cold.
Now she was going to die in a roaring fire.
 
Tomas stared. He could not tear his eyes away, could not even move.
Lady Dutraad. She was…floating just a foot or two off the ground.
Tomas’ mouth felt dry. He didn’t know what to do. All he had was a dagger, a simple, stupid dagger.
A gloved hand fell heavily on his shoulder.
Tomas turned, momentarily broken out of his stupor. He expected to see Callen behind him.
Instead, it was Kendril. 
“What’s going on?” The Ghostwalker snapped. He flicked back the flintlock on his pistol, newly reloaded. “Where’s Bronwyn?”
Tomas swallowed, then stepped to one side and pointed at the two robed figures.
Kendril pushed past him and raised his pistol.
 
Bronwyn knelt on the snow-covered step. Despite herself, her hands were shaking. 
And not from the cold.
Mina’s hooded head swiveled, taking in the gaping crowd around them. “Why do they not prostrate themselves? Don’t they know who I am?”
The voice was resonant, other-worldly. It was not Mina’s voice.
Bronwyn kept her face to the ground. “They do not know, my goddess.”
“They will learn.” She began to move slowly upwards.
Dutraad and Potemkin came up the steps towards them, followed by several armed gendarmes.
“Mina,” Baron Duraad began, “For Eru’s sake, stop this nons—” He stopped mid-sentence as he realized for the first time at the fact that his wife was floating in the air.
Potemkin motioned to the gendarmes behind him. “Spread out,” he barked. He raised his carbine. “And get these people off the steps.”
Madris hobbled up the stairs behind them. “For the love of Eru, Captain, shoot her.”
Mina laughed. The sound was cold, haunting, mocking.
And unearthly.
Bronwyn pushed her face further towards the snow.
Baron Dutraad put a tentative hand on the hilt of his sheathed sword. “Mina, my love…please, don’t—”
“Mina?” The apparition turned her hooded gaze on Dutraad. “Mina is no more. I am Indigoru. Look upon my visage, mortals, and feel Despair.”
She pulled back her hood.
A bright, golden light flooded the steps. 
There was a chorus of gasps and screams from the crowd.
Mina was glowing, hovering off the ground with arms outstretched as if she was about to provide a blessing to those nearby. 
But she was not Mina.
Her face had transformed. She was beautiful beyond description, radiant like a Guardian from the Blessed Scriptures. Her robe fluttered down and away from her, cast aside like a worthless cloth. She was completely naked save for the Soulbinder around her neck. Her whole body blazed like a golden torch. Her figure was magnificent, absolutely perfect in every detail, sculpted to a finer degree of perfection than any artist could ever achieve.
She was lovely, enticing, innocent, seductive, and sublime. Every man’s desire, every woman’s unattainable dream.
No one moved. Everyone stared, entranced into complete inaction at the sight of beauty beyond words that floated before them. 
The carbines of the gendarmes slowly lowered. 
“Am I not beautiful?” Indigoru said. Her voice was a whisper, a breath, but one that sounded clearly in the ears of each person, as if meant for them alone.
Potemkin’s own weapon dropped. He stared in enraptured awe.
Madris looked around desperately. She spotted Kendril at the top of the steps.
 He stood motionless, a dazed look on his face and his pistol loose in his hand. 
“Worship me,” Indigoru crooned. Her voice sounded in every ear like the call of some ephemeral spirit. “Pledge yourselves to me, and I will reward you beyond your dreams. Beauty, love, all your deepest desires—”
“Kendril!” Madris yelled.
Kendril blinked, then shook his head as if clearing his mind from a fog. He raised his pistol.
Indigoru pivoted, swirling around in the air with her arms outstretched. The golden glow that emanated from her flooded the whole front of the opera house, bathing everyone in its warm light. Her hair fluttered and tossed as if blown by a spectral wind. “Look upon me,” she soothed. “Give yourselves to me.”
Kendril’s pistol banged out in the cold night air.
Indigoru looked directly at him. 
The bullet hung in the air about three feet away from her face, spinning endlessly without moving forward.
Kendril lowered his smoking pistol. He stared at the bullet, his mouth open.
“You dare to defy me?” Indigoru sneered. “You dare to strike at a goddess?”
Kendril whipped back his cloak and reached for the handle of one of his swords.
Indigoru extended an arm and swatted her wrist, as if shooing away a fly.
Kendril hurtled backwards, struck by an invisible force. He slammed into the people lined behind him. 
There was an outburst of screams and gasps from the crowd of theater-goers, as if a spell had been broken. There was a rush for the street.
“Captain,” Madris cried over the crazed shouts, “shoot her! Now!”
Potemkin whipped his carbine up to his shoulder and took aim. “Fire at will!” he thundered.
The other gendarmes lifted their own weapons, buffeted and tossed by the fleeing crowd.
Indigoru laughed. The chilling sound of her voice seemed to tear at the minds of everyone who heard it. She whipped out an arm, her open hand facing towards the gendarmes below her.
Potemkin fired.
The blast was followed by a dozen more scattered shots from the surrounding gendarmes.
More screams filled the night air. People ducked, frightened by the sound of gunfire and flashing carbines. The stench of gunpowder filled the air, mixing with the acrid smell of the burning theater.
Potemkin lowered his carbine, staring in total awe.
The bullets, a dozen or more, all hovered just a few feet away from the glowing form of Indigoru. 
She lowered her harsh gaze on the Captain, then lifted a single finger.
The bullets all dropped to the ground, rolling down the steps.
“Eru help us,” Madris whispered.
Indigoru gave a cruel smile. “My turn.”
“Reload!” Potemkin commanded.
Indigoru lashed out her bare arms.
A wave of force exploded down the opera steps, kicking up a wave of snow and ice that fountained out into the street in thousands of cutting shards.
People went flying right and left, some smashing into the waiting carriage below, others cracking hard into the stone guard rails on either side of the steps.
Potemkin slammed hard into the ground. He slid through the ice and slush of the street, past two carriages and practically underneath the hooves of a panicked horse. He sat up, sputtering and coughing. Blood ran down his cheek from a shallow cut caused by a flying piece of ice. 
Up on the steps, Indigoru pivoted around.
The people clustered around the doors of the opera house shrank back in terror. Some fled back into the smoke-filled foyer.
Potemkin reached for his carbine. 
It was gone.
He grabbed for the sword at his belt.
“You will all serve me, or you will all die,” the goddess said in her strange echoing whisper.
The air was filled with the wails and sobbing of injured people.
Potemkin struggled up to his feet, almost falling as he rose.
Indigoru threw back her arms.
The crowd around the opera house doors cringed.
Kendril leapt forward, his sword in hand. He ran straight at the Seteru, and swung his weapon back to strike.
Indigoru thrust out an arm.
Kendril stopped mid-swing, rooted to the spot. He moved both hands up to his sword, trying to complete his swing.
It stayed where it was, wobbling ever so slightly and stuck in mid-air.
Indigoru smiled contemptuously, holding the Ghostwalker in place like a trapped bug. “Fool,” she hissed. “Don’t you know that I can kill you with a thought?”
Sweat broke out on Kendril’s face. His muscles strained as he pushed on his immobile sword. “You…first,” he gasped.
“You have spirit, mortal,” Indigoru sighed. “Perhaps I will keep you alive after all. As a plaything—”
“Kill him now, my goddess, quickly,” Bronwyn urged. Her face was still to the ground. “He is a Ghostwalker. He will not—”
“Kendril!” Joseph appeared, his throwing dagger in one hand and his rapier in the other.
Indigoru snapped her head towards the scout.
Joseph flicked the dagger forward through the air.
Indigoru bared her teeth, then flashed her hand from Kendril to Joseph.
Suddenly released, Kendril collapsed to the ground, panting and heaving.
Joseph’s dagger stopped in mid-air, slowing as if spun in lazy circles.
Joseph stared in disbelief.
Indigoru flicked her hand.
The dagger turned and shot back at Joseph, twice as fast as he had originally thrown it.
Tomas slammed into the stunned scout, and knocked them both to the ground.
The dagger whistled over their heads and slammed into the wall behind them with the force of a musket shot. The steel rang loudly as it chipped the stone face.
At the same moment Callen leapt forward and grabbed Kendril. He dragged the Ghostwalker back.
“Let me go,” snarled Kendril. “For Eru’s sake—”
Indigoru howled in rage and frustration. Her voice shrilled through the cold air, splitting into the skulls of all who heard it. 
“Fire!” Potemkin shouted from the street below. He staggered forward, his sword glinting in the glow-globe lights that lit the street. “All gendarmes, fire at will!”
Indigoru turned back towards the street.
A dozen or so gendarmes rushed forward amidst the chaos and the screams of the injured people and readied their carbines.
Indigoru turned towards them, hovering a man’s height off the ground. She flung out both her arms.
The gendarmes flew backwards.
A carriage tipped back, spinning end over end as it hurtled through the air. It slammed into the building on the other side of the small plaza, taking out three windows as it plowed through the wood façade.
Indigoru floated down the steps, now completely swept clean of snow and ice. She flung her arms out right and left, laughing as she went.
Explosions of force snapped out with each lash of her arms. Horses flew back, carriages overturned, people flew through the air like tossed ragdolls.
Explosions of slushy snow tore up in huge geysers from the street, pattering down as icy rain on the injured and dead alike.
Screams and terrified shouts filled the air, mixed discordantly with the ceaseless, maddening sound of the goddess’ laughter.
Seconds stretched into eternity. Then, at long last, the quiet returned, broken only by the wails and cries of wounded people and horses.
Kendril pushed Callen off him and rushed to the head of the steps.
Below him was a scene of utter caranage. Bodies lay strewn in all directions, some moving, others lying still in death. The broken remains of a score of carriages lay littered over the wet snow of the street. 
Behind him, the opera theater was fully ablaze. Flames licked out of the windows. Some poured out of the front doors like a furnace. 
Indigoru was gone. The glowing goddess had vanished somewhere out of sight down the street, leaving death and destruction in her wake.
Joseph came up to Kendril. “That—that was—”
“A Seteru.” Kendril turned back, wiping some blood away from his lip. “And now she’s loose in Vorten.”
Olan came up to them, still supporting the wounded Hamis. He lowered the other Ghostwalker down against the side of the stone railing, then looked over at Kendril. “It’s begun. The Despair.”
Kendril looked back out at the chaos below. “I know.”
“This can’t be happening,” Joseph breathed. He looked out on the street in shock. “Did you see the power she had?” He turned back to the Ghostwalkers. “Nothing on Zanthora can do what she did.”
Tomas came over. He leaned against the side of the stairs and rubbed a hand against his face. “We can’t fight that. No one can fight that.”
“We don’t have a choice,” Olan snapped. 
“We’ve failed,” Hamis muttered. “Everything we did…all of it was pointless.”
“The situation has changed.” Kendril pulled out a pistol and began the mechanical motions of reloading it. “We have to find Indigoru and destroy her.”
“Destroy her?” Callen gawked at the Ghostwalker. “You say that like we’re swatting a pesky fly. Did you see what she just did?”
“No,” said Kendril with dark sarcasm, “I must have missed it, Callen. Why don’t you tell me?”
“Enough,” Olan said. “We need to regroup. Where’s Madris?”
They all stopped.
Tomas nodded down the steps. “She was…was down there.”
Olan’s face flickered for just a moment, then hardened again. “Then we need to find her. Tomas, start searching.”
Callen stepped forward. “I’ll go, too.”
Olan shook his head. “No. You need to start treating the wounded. There are a lot of them. Start with the gendarmes.”
Callen raised his eyebrows. “Why? There are women down there, and elderly—”
“Because,” Kendril broke in roughly, “we’re going to need fighting men. We should have mobilized the city’s Trained Bands.”
Olan shook his head. “That wasn’t our call to make, Kendril. The Lord Mayor—”
“The Lord Mayor is a moron,” Kendril spat. “And if we let him keep making the calls in this city we won’t have a city left to defend.” He looked around at his fellow Ghostwalkers. “This is it. The beginning of the Fourth Despair.”
Olan frowned heavily. “Tuldor’s beard, we can’t just take over the city, Kendril. We need to work with the local officials, get them on our side—”
“Every second we stand around debating is one less Vorten has,” Kendril shot back. “Our enemy is here. The battle for Vorten has begun already. Every decision we make right here and right now will affect the history of all of Zanthora. The Seteru cannot be allowed get a foothold in this city.” He looked down again at the carnage of the street. “We have to find Indigoru and destroy her, whatever the cost.”
“Kara,” Joseph said suddenly. “And Maklavir.” He looked back at the blazing shape of the opera house. “They…they’re both still inside. We have to—”
Tomas shook his head sadly. “Sorry, mate. No one’s coming out of there. Not alive, anyway.”
Kendril took the distraught Joseph by the arm. “They might have made it out,” he said in a low voice. “Slipped by us while we were fighting with that assassin.”
Joseph gave the opera house one last long look. “Maybe,” he said doubtfully. He looked down at the ground dejectedly. “Tomas is right, though. If they haven’t made it out already, they aren’t going to.”
Hamis groaned, and climbed unsteadily to his feet. “I’m through sitting around,” he said. “There’s work to be done, and I won’t be left behind.”
Joseph nodded. “I’ll go with Callen, help with the wounded and keep a weather eye out for Kara and Maklavir, if by some miracle they made it out of the opera house alive.”
Kendril turned bleary eyes back towards the smoking opera house. “We need a plan.”
“Right now, the plan is to regroup.” Olan stepped over to the stairs and glanced out at the scene below. “We can’t do anything until then.”
“We can’t take forever, Olan,” Kendril warned. “We need to take the attack to the enemy, track Indigoru down, confront her now—”
“Perhaps I should remind you, Kendril,” Olan responded venomously, “that this is now a military situation. That means I’m in charge here.”
Kendril smirked. “I think we’ve already had this conversation, haven’t we?”
Olan moved his face close to Kendril’s. “Either take orders or get out of my way, Ghostwalker. I don’t have time for a loose cannon like you right now. The fate of Zanthora is hanging in the balance here.”
“Then that’s one thing the two of us actually agree on,” Kendril responded tersely.
“Make that the three of us.” Potemkin came up the steps. His carbine was still missing, but his sword was drawn. His face was bruised and bloodied. Two gendarmes followed behind him.
Olan looked over at the captain. “Madris?”
Potemkin shook his head. “I don’t know. Could be dead. A lot of those people down there are.” He looked back behind him. “You were right. You were all right. I should have listened to you. Vesuna’s blood, the Lord Mayor should have listened to you. If we had gone into the theater in force, maybe—”
“What’s done is done,” Kendril said pragmatically. “Right now we have to deal with the situation at hand.”
Potemkin nodded. The fatigue showed on his battered face. “Indigoru? Our weapons can’t even touch her. How are we supposed to—?”
Kendril and Olan exchanged a quick glance.
Potemkin frowned. “What?”
“Captain,” Olan said quietly, “I don’t think you quite grasp the severity of this situation. This is just the beginning.”
Potemkin glanced again at the bodies strewn over the opera house steps and the street beyond. “What could possibly be worse than having a living incarnation of a pagan goddess running loose in Vorten?”
“War,” said Kendril bluntly. “And by this time tomorrow, Vorten will be burning.”
 



Chapter 15
 
Kara stirred slowly to consciousness. She moaned softly and opened her eyes half-way.
It was dark, and cold. Not much of a change there. The last thing she remembered was being on that altar, and then—
The altar. 
Everything came flooding back to her in a blur.
Kara sat up quickly. A blanket wrapped around her started to fall down. She grabbed it quickly and pulled it back around herself. 
The light was dim, but it looked like she was somewhere in the sewers. There was a sharp chill in the air, along with the sound of gurgling water and the faint smell of…smoke?
And what sounded like snoring.
Kara swung her head around, and pushed back her cascading red hair. 
Maklavir sat propped up in a corner just behind her. In fact, his arms were wrapped around her. He was sound asleep.
“Maklavir!” she cried.
The diplomat sprang to life. He snatched his sword up from where it lay on the ground, blinking and shaking his head. “What? Where? I’m not asleep, just resting. Who—?”
Kara held up a cautionary hand. “It’s me.”
Maklavir stared at her for a moment, collecting his thoughts. He smiled. “You’re awake. Splendid. I was hoping you’d be just bully again once we got you all warmed up.”
Kara glanced down at his arms. “Is that what you were doing?”
The diplomat gave an uneasy cough. “Um, yes, in a manner of speaking. Couldn’t be helped, really. Body warmth and all that.”
Kara shivered. She pulled the blanket around herself even tighter. “This is what you call warming me up? I’m freezing.”
Maklavir tugged at his collar. “Yes, well, these sewers are rather cold. I suppose you know that already. I found this,” he reached up with the tip of his sword and banged on a rusted metal pipe that ran just over their heads. “Steam pipe. Must be one of those that supply the glow-globes. Anyway, it’s not much, but it does put out a little heat.”
Kara reached out one hand towards the pipe, and felt a dull heat emanating from it. Maklavir was right. It wasn’t much, but it did help a little bit to chase some of the prevalent chill away.
She looked over at Maklavir. “Where’s Joseph? And Kendril?”
Maklavir set his sword back down on the ground. “Yes, well, I’m afraid that there’s a bit of a story behind all that.”
Kara kept looking at him.
The diplomat scratched his bare face. “Ah, yes. I imagine you probably want to hear it. Well, suffice to say, we rescued you from the cult, got you upstairs to the opera house to warm you up—”
“Opera house,” the redhead murmured. “That makes sense.”
“Kendril went after that assassin…you remember? The one who killed poor Galla.”
Kara nodded, trying to be as patient as possible. 
“Well, anyway, Joseph left to help Kendril, so it was just me and you—”
A flash of hurt showed in the young woman’s eyes. “Joseph…left me?”
Maklavir sat up. “Well, he had to. He didn’t want to, of course, it was just…well we could hear Kendril was in trouble, and you know how useless I am with a sword, and—”
“But why are we back in the sewers?” Kara asked, the frustration rising in her voice.
“Yes, I was getting to that,” Maklavir responded a bit testily. “Somehow or other the opera house must have caught fire. Don’t ask me how, I don’t know, but when I tried to get us out…the way was already blocked. I had to backtrack down here into the sewers again before the smoke and heat got us both. I made it a little way, but then I got tired, and I put you down by the steam pipe for a moment, and then, well…”
“You fell asleep,” Kara ended scornfully.
Maklavir crossed his arms. “I was tired. I’ve barely slept for two days. And besides, you were, well…heavy.”
“Thanks, Maklavir.” Kara pulled the blanket up around her neck. “What about Joseph and Kendril? Did they make it out of the theater?”
The diplomat shrugged. “Eru only knows. I hope so. I heard a lot of commotion, sounds of shouting and screaming. It was hard to tell what exactly was going on.”
“Well, naptime is over,” Kara said with finality. “We have to find a way out of these sewers. I’ve almost frozen to death once tonight, and I don’t intend to try a second time.”
Maklavir rubbed his hands briskly together. “You’ll brook no argument from me. I should warn you, though, the few grates I found were either locked or out of reach. It might be a while before we can find a way out of here.”
Kara glanced down the gloomy sewer tunnel. “We’d better get started, then.”
Maklavir stretched, then yawned. “Yes, yes, of course. No rest for the weary, eh?”
“Maklavir, one more question.”
The diplomat raised his eyebrows. “Yes, Kara?”
Kara pulled the blanket more closely around her. “Where are my clothes?”
 
Joseph swerved through the milling people, his booted feet sliding in the trampled snow. “Kendril!”
The Ghostwalker looked up from the water pump he was manning. He kept pulling and pushing, sweat on his face despite the freezing cold air.
Joseph stopped beside him. He glanced up at the smoking structure of the opera house. 
A group of gendarmes and other able-bodied men had formed a bucket line. Some were using fire hoses attached to the two pump-operated fire engines that had been dragged up to the steps of the opera house.
“How’s it going?” Joseph asked, though he could already see the answer for himself. 
Kendril shook his head, and wiped his sleeve across his face. “The Grand Theater is already lost. The fire is just too big. At this point it’s damage control, trying to keep the fire from burning down all of the Vines.” He signaled over to a gendarme to take his place, then stepped back from the engine with a groan. “My arms feel like they’re going to fall off.” He paused. “Any sign of Kara or Maklavir?”
Joseph looked down at the ground, then shook his head. “No.”
Kendril leaned back against a glow-globe post set near the street. “They made it out, Joseph, they must have. Maklavir’s not stupid enough to stay in a burning building.”
“If they did, they’re nowhere here,” Joseph said. “We have a lot of wounded people out there. Dead, too.”
Kendril looked away, his breath billowing out in a white gust. “Joseph, look, I—”
“I know,” Joseph said. “You did all you could for her. I saw you down in the sewers, when you shot that cultist.”
Kendril had the sudden image of Wanara’s dying face flash into his head. He winced, trying to force it from his mind. “Yes. But I—”
Joseph suddenly straightened. “The sewers. Of course.”
Kendril massaged his sore shoulder. “The secret passageway we found?”
“It would have been their only way out.” Joseph’s eyes sparked with new life. “They could still be alive, right under our feet.”
Kendril nodded, his mind working. “Makes sense. They’d be safe enough down there for the time being, assuming they don’t freeze to death before morning. Given enough time they’ll find their way out.”
Joseph gave a relieved sigh. “Then there’s still hope.”
“Yes.” He looked over at Joseph. “Did you…did you find Madris at all?”
The scout slowly shook his head. “I tried to keep an eye open for her, but there’s a lot of dead and wounded out there in the square, not to mention wrecked carriages and ruined storefronts.” He gave Kendril a curious glance. “You…really care about her, don’t you?”
The Ghostwalker looked away. “Madris and I go way back.”
“I’ll keep an eye out for her,” Joseph said quietly.
Kendril looked back at his friend, his face showing his surprise. “Aren’t you leaving? I assumed you’d be running off looking down every sewer grate you found from here to the Central Plaza.”
Joseph shook his head. He looked up at the flickering sparks that were floating upwards out of the ruin of the opera house. “No, I can’t, as much as I want to. There are a lot of people who need help right here and right now. Kara and Maklavir are capable enough. They can take care of themselves for a few hours.”
Kendril cleared his throat.
Joseph gave a half-smile. “Well, Kara can, anyways.”
Kendril smiled as well, though his face still showed signs of weariness. He lifted his head suddenly, looking across the square.
A regal-looking carriage pulled up across the snow-covered cobblestones, flanked by four mounted gendarmes.
 “Looks like the Lord Mayor is here,” Kendril said. “Why do I think that means things are about to get worse?”
“Because they are.” Joseph looked off to the north with a frown. “Take a look.”
Kendril pivoted his head. 
Past the rooftops of the buildings at the north end of the square was a dull orange glow on the horizon.
“A fire?” Kendril glanced back at the burnt-out shell of the opera house. “Another one?”
Joseph nodded, then grabbed his herbal bag. “Looks to be west of the river, up past the Library.”
Kendril stepped away from the post. “See to the wounded. Keep an eye out for Madris.” He started out into the street.
Joseph slung the bag over his shoulder. “Where are you going?”
The Ghostwalker didn’t look back. “It’s time I had another chat with the mayor.”
 
The bell at the shop entrance tingled as the door opened.
Captain Potemkin looked up from the map of Vorten he had spread on the table before him. Lieutenant Gradine and Baron Dutraad stood across from him.
“It’s a bloody mess out there,” the Lord Mayor boomed as he entered. He stamped the snow off his feet and wrinkled his nose. “Eru, it smells awful in here.”
Potemkin rose to his full height. “It’s a fish store, your honor.”
“You couldn’t have picked a better place to set up in?” The Lord Mayor crossed to the table, stripping his gloves off as he did.
The gendarme captain took a breath, trying to control his words. “Our options were rather limited, your honor. You can see that many of the storefronts on the square were destroyed. We only—”
“Yes, yes,” the Lord Mayor said irritably, waving his hand. The place is a mess, no doubt. The fire is contained, correct?”
Potemkin and Gradine exchanged glances. 
The captain cleared his throat. “Yes, your honor, for the most part. But the Set—”
The Lord Mayor raised a finger. “Don’t start with me, Captain. I’ve had enough of that nonsense from the Ghostwalkers. It was the Ghostwalkers who set this fire, wasn’t it?”
Potemkin stared at the mayor in surprise. “I—I’m not sure exactly how the fire started, your honor. But right now we have a larger issue. There’s—”
The mayor rolled his eyes. “Please, Potemkin, don’t tell me you’re believing these religious nuts now too. I’ve heard a couple of the gendarmes babbling nonsense about a goddess or some such. Obviously a case of nerves, nothing more. Our priority is to contain the fire.”
Potemkin and Gradine both stared at the mayor.
“I saw the Seteru myself, your honor,” Potemkin said roughly. “I assure you, this situation is very real.”
“I see a burning theater and a lot of dead and wounded people out there,” the Lord Mayor shot back. “But I don’t see any pagan gods. Or am I missing something?”
“Those people weren’t injured in the fire,” Potemkin protested. “It was the goddess herself—”
Potemkin stabbed a pudgy finger towards the shop’s windows that looked out on the square. “One woman did all that?”
“She’s not just a woman,” Dutraad said, speaking for the first time. His face was pale in the flickering light of the shop’s fire. “Captain Potemkin is telling you the truth, your honor. You can ask anyone outside. There is a demon loose in Vorten.” He lifted his head. “I formally request permission to begin mobilization of the Orange Regiment, and the other Trained Bands as well.”
“Have you gone out of your mind, Dutraad?” The Lord Mayor thundered. The bell jingled as the door opened again. “You actually believe this…this nonsense?”
“It’s not nonsense,” Kendril said from the shop’s entrance. He held the door of the fish shop open. “Take a good look, your honor. You have a war on your hands.”
The Lord Mayor turned, and growled at the sight of the Ghostwalker. “Not you again. Where’s that old woman, the leader of these so-called Ghostwalkers? What was her name?”
“Madris,” Potemkin reminded.
“Madris. Where is she? Dead in that fire you and your fellow rogues started?”
Kendril crossed over to the table. The door banged shut behind him. 
Two gendarmes standing guard inside the room both tensed. Their hands moved to their weapons. 
“You are in the middle of a war, whether you like it or not,” Kendril snarled. “Every minute you waste here is another minute our enemy gains.”
“Enemy?” the mayor snorted. “The only enemy of Vorten I’ve seen so far is you and your companions. I’ll not be threatened by—”
“Captain!” A flustered gendarme crashed in through the door. “There’s—” His spotted the Lord Mayor, and his eyes went wide.
“Spit it out, man,” Potemkin rumbled. “What’s your news?”
The gendarme saluted, still breathless. “Begging your pardon, sir, but reports are flooding in from all over.”
Potemkin lowered his eyebrows. “What reports, gendarme?”
“The city, sir. It’s in a bloody uproar.” His gaze flashed nervously back and forth between the men in the room. “There’s fighting and looting down in the Residential section, a fire up in the Shackles—”
“A fire?” The Lord Mayor stared at the man. “Fighting? What on Zanthora are you talking about, gendarme?”
“Sir,” the man sputtered, his voice shaking with stress and anxiety, “our gendarmes are being shot at in the streets. We have several men dead already.”
Potemkin glowered, his face dark and somber. “Any word from Jennovan? The East Barracks?”
The frightened gendarme shook his head.
The Lord Mayor swung his head around towards the gendarme captain. “This is insanity, Potemkin. Complete and total insanity. I expect you and your men to restore order and get to the bottom of whatever is happening here—”
“What’s happening,” Kendril growled, “is the Fourth Despair. You have a demon loose in your city, and every secret pagan cult in Vorten is rising up at the same time.”
Potemkin closed his eyes. “The note, the one we found in the barracks. It’s an uprising.”
The Lord Mayor pounded a fat hand on the table. “Ashes, none of you are making a lick of sense. There are no pagan cults in this city, much less a demon.”
Dutraad leaned forward, his hands spread on the table before him. His face was deadly serious. “Your honor, I beg you, mobilize the Trained Bands before it is too late. I’ll get the other officers out of their beds personally. We have to act quickly, or we won’t be able to act at all.”
“Mobilize your regiment?” Kendril gave Dutraad a look that would have stopped most men in their tracks. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you? You could take your men and join your wife in the Despair.”
The Lord Mayor gave Dutraad a confused look. “Your wife? What—?”
Dutraad stepped back, his fists balling angrily at his sides. “Insult me if you want, Ghostwalker, but don’t question my loyalty. I cannot answer for my wife, but I am no servant of Despair, and no pawn of the Seteru. My first duty is to my King, then my nation, and finally my city. I will die for Valmingaard if I have to.” He looked over at Potemkin and the Lord Mayor. “You have my word as a gentleman.”
Kendril scowled, but said nothing.
Potemkin looked over at the Lord Mayor. “Please, your honor, the Trained Bands. Just give the word, and—”
“Don’t be fools,” the mayor rumbled. “Do you know how much trouble that would cause? It’s the middle of the night, for Eru’s sake. We’d have to go door to door, call up men that—” He stopped mid-sentence, noticing the gendarme’s expression. “What’s wrong with you, man? You look like you’ve seen a bloody ghost.”
“Your honor,” the gendarme stammered, “we got a report from Sergeant Sandstone not ten minutes ago that some of the regiments are already mobilizing sir. In the Central Plaza.”
The Lord Mayor opened his mouth like a dead fish.
“Which regiments?” Dutraad asked. His voice was hoarse.
The gendarme looked back and forth at the faces that stared at him, his voice gone.
“Which regiments?” Dutraad repeated.
The gendarme searched in his side satchel with a shaking hand, then removed a crinkled piece of paper. He extended it to Potemkin. 
The captain snatched it away from the gendarme. He quickly scanned the written report. “Sandstone reports most of Blue, several companies of Green and Yellow—” He looked up at Dutraad. “And Orange.”
The Baron visibly paled. “That’s…impossible,” he choked. “I didn’t…how could they have?”
“I never gave any orders to mobilize any regiments at all,” the Lord Mayor retorted. “This is all highly irregular. Captain Potemkin, I want you to get over there right now with a squad of gendarmes and order those men to—”
“You just don’t get it, do you?” Kendril exploded. “Those regiments have already joined the Enemy.”
“That’s ridiculous!” the Lord Mayor shouted. “Whole regiments involved in pagan worship? You’ve taken leave of your senses, Ghostwalker.”
Kendril pointed down at the Central Plaza on the map spread out on the table. “You said yourself that the Trained Bands would not mobilize without your word. Well three of them are mobilizing. Who gave the order?”
The Lord Mayor was silent. His face turned various colors.
Kendril whirled his gaze around to Dutraad. “Who’s your second?”
Dutraad thought for a second. “Kane. A merchant who deals in trade goods. I forget what exactly. He has a shop up in the merchant’s district.”
“Could he have ordered your regiment mobilized without you?”
Dutraad chewed on his lip thoughtfully. “It’s…possible.”
“This is not possible,” the Lord Mayor murmured. “Not possible at all. It’s all some kind of mistake. A simple clerical error of some kind. You’ll see. It’s nothing, nothing at all…”
Kendril ignored the man. He pored over the map of Vorten.
The blue line of the Inersa river cut the city neatly in half from north to south. The large open space of the Central Plaza lay in the Merchants Quarter, just to the east of river in the middle of the city. The town hall and the Great Library lay over a bridge just to the west of the Plaza. The area around the Grand Theater, including the small square they were in right now, lay just south of the town hall, at the northern edge of the Vines.
 “They already have the Central Plaza,” Kendril said with a frustrated shake of his head. “How many bridges are there over the river?”
“Three,” Potemkin answered quickly. “You can see them there. The Wobble in the north, the Central just west of the Plaza, and Hound’s Crossing in the south.”
“We’re on the west side of the river,” Kendril mused. His eyes flicked up and down the map. “The Central Plaza’s on the east. The first thing we have to do is secure those bridges.”
“Much of the Inersa is frozen,” said Dutraad.
“But not solid,” Kendril added. “The bridges are the only true safe crossing points, especially for large numbers of men. They’re also natural chokepoints.” He looked up at Potemkin and Dutraad. “We have to get the remaining regiments called up.”
“If the men in the Central Plaza really have turned against us,” Potemkin warned, “then there’s no place for the remaining bands to form up.”
“The city is in chaos,” Kendril fired back. “We don’t have time to form the Trained Bands up into neat little lines, even if we could. We need to get the sergeants and lieutenants to gather the men in whatever units we can, wherever we can, and form some kind of a resistance.” He glanced at Potemkin. “We have your gendarmes, at least. They will have to be the core of Vorten’s defense until we can get the militia called up.”
“Whichever of my gendarmes are still loyal to us,” Potemkin said severely. “Or who haven’t abandoned their posts.”
“Madness,” the Lord Mayor muttered. His face was pale, his eyes glazed. “Total madness. This isn’t possible, it isn’t…isn’t right…” He stood, his legs wobbly and his face green. He bent over as if he was going to be sick, retched, then hurried out the door of the shop. 
Dutraad closed his fist on the map. “I am assuming command of Vorten’s defense for the time being, Captain Potemkin.” He glanced over at the door to the shop. “At least until his honor has…composed himself.”
Potemkin saluted. “Aye, sir.”
Kendril straightened up, his face shadowed by doubt.
“Call up the Trained Bands,” Dutraad continued. “All of them. Your men are to go house to house if necessary, do you understand? Start here in the western side of the city. I want the Central Bridge secured immediately, as well as the town hall and the west gate.”
“When they come at us,” Potemkin said grimly, “you know they’ll be coming over that bridge first.”
Dutraad looked down at the map. “I know. That’s why I need your gendarmes to hold it.” He looked back up at Potemkin. “At least until I can get you reinforcements. We can’t lose that bridge, Captain, no matter the cost.”
The gendarme captain nodded. “Aye, sir.” He slapped his hat back on his head and exited the shop. 
Dutraad turned his gaze on Kendril. “I know you don’t trust me, Ghostwalker.”
The corner of Kendril’s mouth twitched. “Now what gave you that idea, Baron? Maybe it’s the fact that your wife and half of the members of your household were behind the greatest pagan uprising in the last thousand years?”
“Where are your friends?” Dutraad asked quietly. “The other Ghostwalkers?”
Kendril glanced at the door to the shop. “Around. Madris is still missing in all the chaos out there. She may be dead, I don’t know. As for the others…” He sighed. “Well, probably trying to figure out what to do next.”
Dutraad gave a curt nod. “I know you won’t take orders from me, Ghostwalker, and I can’t say I blame you. But for my part, I’m giving you and the other Ghostwalkers authority to do whatever you think is necessary to find Mi—” he paused, his voice choking on the word. “The Seteru. Find her and…destroy her. Do you understand?”
Kendril gave the baron a long, hard stare, then slowly nodded. “I understand.”
Dutraad looked down at the map. His face was lined with fatigue. “Lieutenant Gradine?”
The gendarme saluted. “Yes, sir.”
“You and your men are to follow this Ghostwalker’s orders, and those of any other of the Ghostwalkers, as if they were my own. Is that understood?”
Gradine gave Kendril an uncertain glance, but saluted. “Yes, sir.”
Kendril stuck out his lip. “This still doesn’t mean I trust you, Dutraad.”
“You don’t have to,” Dutraad said briskly. “But if we’re going to save this city, we have to work together whether we like it or not. Find this Seteru and stop her however you can.”
Kendril opened his mouth to reply when the door behind him clanged open. 
A gendarme stood in the entrance, his carbine slung over his shoulder. “My lord,” he said, addressing Dutraad, “Captain Potemkin’s complements, and he wants you to know that we have new reports of fighting in the north, up in the Shackles.”
Dutraad swore. “Any sign of the Seteru?”
“Not yet sir.”
“Any movement on the Central Bridge?” Dutraad pressed.
The gendarme shook his head. “Not yet, sir. The Captain’s ordered two squads to secure it from this side, sir.”
Kendril made a face. “Two squads of gendarmes can’t hold off thee regiments of militia for long.”
“I’ll get them reinforcements,” Dutraad promised. “But first we have to get those cursed bands called up, at least whomever is still loyal.”
“Oh, and Captain Potemkin told me to tell you, sir,” the gendarme continued, looking straight at Kendril. “Your friend, the old woman. She’s been found.”
 
Bronwyn struggled to keep her arms and legs from visibly shaking. 
“It has been long since I have walked in the flesh.” Indigoru’s words echoed in Bronwyn’s ears. A strange whisper, terrible yet beautiful at the same time. “It is long since I have looked at this world through mortal eyes.”
Bronwyn lowered her head. “Yes, my goddess.”
The Central Plaza stretched out in front of them, stark and cold in the glimmering light of the glow-globes. A fire blazed in a bookstore at the northeastern edge. Broken glass covered the edge of the plaza, where store windows had been broken and the contents pillaged. 
The cathedral had not gone untouched either. The large stain glass windows on its front had been shattered by halberd and musket shot, the beautiful stonework over the doors cracked and defaced. The bodies of five priests of Eru swung from ropes attached to the gargoyles over the temple doors.
The plaza itself was filled with the shouting of men, the clattering of hooves as troopers rode by, and the clank of weapons being made ready.
“My army,” Indigoru hissed. “Vagabonds and derelicts. There was time when I was feared in Zanthora, when men trembled at the mere mention of my name.”
“Yes, my goddess,” Bronwyn repeated. It seemed the best thing to say. She risked raising her head a little, and stole a glance out at the plaza.
There were a surprising number of men here, more than Bronwyn had expected. She had known there were many underground cults here in Vorten, all united in their worship of the various pagan gods, but she had not realized there were this many. She was no expert on things military, but the rag-tag militia and gendarmes assembled here had to number in the hundreds, perhaps even thousands.
It seemed enough, especially if they moved quickly. They could take Vorten, hold it against any counter-attack.
A rider came up to Indigoru, flanked by two other horsemen. They all wore breastplates, buff coats, and the open lobster tail pot-helms popular with the cavalry.
The lead rider saluted Indigoru. “Colonel Hamlin, at your service, my lady.”
Indigoru gleamed brighter, her golden essence hurting the eyes of everyone around.
The horses capered back, whinnying nervously.
Hamlin put a hand over his face, protecting his eyes from the glare.
“You will address me as a goddess,” Indigoru whispered. Her voice was harsh and terrible. “Bow to me.”
Hamlin squinted around the edge of his hand. “But…I’m mounted, my—”
Indigoru lifted one hand.
Hamlin was torn off his horse with terrific force and tossed backwards through the air. His body slammed hard into the dry fountain, then flopped lifelessly to the ground.
The crowded plaza became suddenly silent. 
The other two riders stared, dumbfounded.
“Bow to me,” Indigoru repeated.
The two men practically leapt off their mounts and prostrated themselves on the snow-covered cobblestones. Their horses stamped and snorted.
“The men…are ready to march,” stammered one, his voice quaking with fear. “We can cross the bridge, just west of here.”
Indigoru looked over their heads, as if she was unwilling to acknowledge their existence. “We are not marching to the bridge,” she breathed. She cocked her head to one side. “Come forward, Dannon.”
A man in a simple baker’s outfit stepped forward, seemingly without fear, and knelt before the floating goddess. “Your command, my life.”
Bronwyn looked over at him. She had seen this Dannon before. He was the leader of a cult in the Merchant’s Quarter, a sect devoted to Chalranu, if she remembered correctly.
The faintest shadow of a smile crossed the Seteru’s face. “You have found worth in the eyes of the Seteru, mortal.”
Dannon bowed even lower.
Indigoru looked out over the open space. “You will be my high priest here. You will prepare the sacrifice and the door.”
“Your will, goddess.”
Bronwyn could not avoid a stab of jealousy. Why had the goddess not given her this great honor? And what did she mean? What sacrifice?
Indigoru turned her head back to Bronwyn.
The witch lowered her gaze, feeling guilt surge through her as if she had spoken her doubts aloud.
The Seteru spoke in a soft, echoing whisper. “Do not fret, faithful servant. You have done well, and you will be rewarded. But there is still much work to be done.” She stared up at the dark, clouded sky above. “The women of Zanthora used to worship me, used to pray to me, used to revere me. They have abandoned me. They have shed my protection and love.” She lowered her head, her eyes blazing intently. “They must be punished for their wickedness.”
Dannon spread his hands. “What do you command, O great one?”
Bronwyn flashed the baker a nasty look. She found herself hating the man more with each passing second.
“Bring them here to me,” Indigoru said. Her voice was sweet, even soft, but the tone of it sent goosebumps down Bronwyn’s spine. “The women. All of them. Little girls, old widows…even the babes.” She glanced down at the groveling troopers. “Send a detachment to hold the bridge to the west, and another to hold this area. The rest of your men will go into the streets and collect the women of Vorten. Bring them back here, to this place.”
There was a heartbeat of silence. No one spoke.
“And what shall we…do with them then?” Bronwyn ventured. Out of the corner of her eye she could still see Hamlin’s broken body lying on the cobblestones.
“Kill them,” Indigoru said.
 



Chapter 16
 
“There’s another one,” Maklavir said. He pointed up ahead to a grate set high up in the slimy, half-frozen sewer tunnel just ahead of them.
“Good,” chattered Kara. The blanket was pulled as closely around her as possible. “Hopefully this one will be open. It’s freezing down here.”
“You’re telling me,” Maklavir responded. He looked down at the bare stockings on his feet. They were soaked and streaked green. “My feet are absolutely numb.”
Kara pulled down Maklavir’s hat further on her head, her body shaking from the cold. “Is that some kind of passive aggressive way of asking for your boots back? You offered them to me, remember?”
“Yes,” said Maklavir miserably. “It’s just…these stockings are from Santaren. I don’t think you realize just how hard it will be to replace them.”
Kara put a hand on Maklavir’s arm. “Tell you what, Maklavir, if it makes you feel any better I promise I’ll steal you some new ones if you can find us a way out of here.”
The diplomat brightened. “Thank you, Kara, that’s very kind of you.”
She hunched even further under her blanket. “Well it’s the least I can do, considering that you saved me from death at the hands of a pagan cult.” She glanced up at the grate in the ceiling. “Then stripped me naked, wrapped me in a blanket, and brought me back down in the sewers of Vorten so I could freeze to death all over again. Really I don’t know how to thank you.”
“Ha-ha,” Maklavir said drolly. “I told you, the opera house was on fire.” 
“I could use a good fire right now,” Kara shivered. 
Maklavir looked up at the grate. “Hmm. Looks frozen.”
Kara stood next to him, examining the metal in the semi-darkness of the tunnel. “You mean because of all the ice on it? I think you’re right.”
“Great Eru,” Maklavir said as he drew his sword, “you can be as nasty as Kendril when you want to be, can’t you?”
“You mean when I’m naked and freezing to death?” Kara clenched her teeth. “Yes, I suppose I can.”
“Alright, stand back,” said Maklavir. He pushed Kara gently back a foot or two, then swung his sword at the grate.
It chinked against the metal. Bits of ice cascaded down.
“Hmm,” Maklavir said. He straightened his shoulders, and prepared for another blow.
Kara waited, her eyes on the grate and her body shaking uncontrollably underneath the blanket. 
Maklavir struck at the grate again. 
There was a clanging sound. More ice dislodged from the metal.
“Ow,” the diplomat cried. He massaged his shoulder. “I think I wrenched something that time—”
“Oh for Eru’s sake. Give me that.” Kara snatched the sword from Maklavir’s hand. “You stand back.”
Sheepishly, Maklavir took a step back, still rubbing his shoulder furiously. “It’s the cold, I think. It makes my muscles stiffer than usual—”
“I wouldn’t think that anything affecting your muscles would cause you much of a problem,” Kara said between clattering teeth. She grabbed the front of her blanket with one hand, then raised the sword with the other. “I am done with these Void-cursed sewers.”
She swung the sword with all her strength.
 
The snow that covered the city square was churned into a mass of slush by hundreds of feet and hooves. In places it was stained red by the blood of the dead and wounded that Indigoru had left in her wake.
Kendril maneuvered around the shattered remains of a carriage. “Where is she?”
Olan looked up at him in surprise. He folded up a map that he had been examining, and nodded towards the dark shape of a brewery on the square’s edge. “In there. They’ve moved many of the wounded inside. Kendril—”
Kendril ignored the other Ghostwalker, and turned quickly towards the building. He moved around the carcass of a dead horse, then brushed past a gendarme and into the brewery.
Inside the smell of blood and death hung heavy in the air. Barrels and chairs had been stacked hastily against one wall, and rows of injured people lay out on blankets along the floor. A roaring fire crackled in a central hearth, barely chasing away the chill in the room. A constant background of groans and sobs from the wounded filled the area, sounding like a ghostly choir.
Joseph caught a glimpse of him, and stood up from where he had been kneeling by a victim. “Kendril,” he said, rubbing his tired face.  “Any sign of Kara or Maklavir?”
Kendril shook his head quickly. “No. Not yet.”
Joseph’s face fell.
“Madris?” the Ghostwalker asked. His gaze swept the rows of wounded people. “Where is she?”
The scout composed himself, then pointed down one long row of blood-stained blankets. “There. Near the end. Kendril—” He paused, considering his words carefully before speaking. “She’s in a bad way. Callen found her almost completely across the square from the steps of the opera house. A lot of her bones are broken, and it looks like she’s bleeding internally. I gave her something for the pain, but—”
“But what?”
Joseph sighed. “She’s dying, Kendril. I doubt she’ll last the night.”
Kendril stared hard at his friend for a moment. He turned and stepped past the prone forms of the injured.
He stopped towards the end, his eyes riveted on a frail, broken form lying near a pile of old rugs. “Madris?” he said quietly.
The old woman’s eyes flickered open. A brief smile crossed her face. “Kendril. You’re alive.” She closed her eyes again, her chest rattling as she breathed. “I was afraid…you were dead.”
Kendril knelt down beside her. “It takes more than a pagan goddess to kill me.”
“I wish I could…say the same.” Madris opened her eyes again. She looked up at Kendril. “You were right…Kendril. About the Soulbinder. About everything.”
“Not that it did us much good.” Kendril glanced to one side as a nearby man coughed. “I lost the Soulbinder, I didn’t stop the ritual to summon the Seteru—”
“What’s done is done, Kendril.” Madris took a deep, painful breath. “Now we must play the part…that Eru has given to each of us.”
“Eru?” Kendril couldn’t keep the tone of disdain out of his voice. “I don’t see Eru here, Madris. A pagan goddess has come back to life and is tearing Vorten to pieces. If Eru really cares, why doesn’t He do anything?” He looked back towards the door of the brewery, his face torn with frustration. “Maybe the Seteru is right. Maybe Eru really is dead. Maybe He never existed in the first place.”
A surprisingly strong hand clutched Kendril’s arm.
The Ghostwalker looked down in surprise. 
Madris stared directly into his eyes. “The Guardian,” she rasped. “What did she say…to you?”
Kendril avoided her gaze. “That was just a dream…”
“What did she say?”
Kendril was silent for a moment. “She told me to hold fast, not to falter. She told me…she told me that I was not alone.”
Madris gave a satisfied sigh. “Then you are not.”
There was the sound of clattering hooves from outside in the square. A band of horsemen passed by the windows of the brewery.
Kendril lifted his head, watching as the riders flitted by. “Madris, I don’t know if…” he paused for a moment, uncertain whether he should continue the thought. “I don’t know if we can stop this demon.” He glanced back down at her. “You saw what she did at the opera house. Bullets couldn’t even touch her. She’s just so…powerful. I—” He swallowed, his voice almost inaudible. “I don’t know if she can be destroyed.”
“She can. You must.” Madris tightened her grip on his arm. “Promise me, Kendril. Despair must not triumph.”
He avoided her pleading eyes. “I’m not in charge here, Madris. Olan is, and he doesn’t—”
“The Guardian did not appear to Olan,” Madris rasped. “She came to you. And you must find a way to defeat this demon, no matter the cost.”
Kendril stared down at the floor. “I—”
“No matter the cost,” Madris repeated. “Promise me that, Kendril…and I will die in peace.”
Kendril looked up sharply at the old woman.
Madris gave a pained chuckle which ended in a vicious cough. She took another deep breath. “I’m no fool, Kendril,” she said. “I know my time is short. Now promise me.”
Kendril gave a brief nod. “I promise.”
Madris released his arm and closed her eyes. “Then I can finally rest.”
Kendril looked around. “I can’t leave you here alone. There must be—”
“You can leave me, and you will.” Madris rested her head back on the thin blanket. “I’m old, Kendril. My life means nothing.”
Kendril put his gloved hand on top of hers. “May you find the Halls of Pelos.”
“Do your job, Ghostwalker,” Madris said softly. 
Kendril got up. He looked down at the old woman one last time.
Then he turned for the brewery’s doors.
 
“Hurry up.” Kara leaned against the wall of the basement. “The sooner we get out of here the better.”
“I don’t even know where here is.” Maklavir grunted as he pulled on his sword. The blade was wedged firmly between the crack of the door and the wall. “How far do you think we came?”
Kara glanced back at the open sewer cover in the floor of the grimy cellar. “Considering that I was unconscious for the first part, it’s a little hard for me to judge, Maklavir.”
The diplomat smiled sheepishly. “Right, of course. Sorry.” He tugged hard on the hilt of his sword again. The blade bowed under the pressure. “I say,” he said between his teeth, “wouldn’t it be easier for you to just pick the lock, instead of forcing it like this?”
“It would,” Kara agreed, “if I had any lockpicks to work with.” She lifted her head suddenly. “Do you hear that?”
Maklavir gritted his teeth harder as he struggled against the stuck door. “Hear what?”
The redhead put up a hand. “Listen.”
Maklavir stopped for a moment. 
There were several odd, scattered pops and bangs coming from somewhere outside. 
Maklavir frowned. “Fireworks?”
“No. Gunfire.” Kara paused for another moment. “And…screaming.” She looked over at the diplomat. “What on Zanthora is happening out there?”
“Whatever it is,” Maklavir said as he pulled on the sword blade again, “we can judge better once we’re out of here.”
There was a sharp crack, and the door swung open.
 
The night sky glowed orange now in almost every direction. Over the rooftops to the north, east, and southeast the fires lit the night sky. Columns of black smoke drifted up in patches into the air until they formed one massive dark blotch high above Vorten.
Kendril paused on the snow-covered cobblestones, his gaze attracted by the sight. Gunshots pattered off every few seconds, coming singly or in groups of staccato beats. Once he heard the distinctive boom of a distant cannon. 
Vorten was falling apart.
“Ashes, there you are.” Olan looked over at Kendril irritably. “We’ve no time to mourn the dead. Vorten needs us right now.”
Kendril clenched his jaw, seething silently at the remark. “Madris isn’t dead yet, Olan.”
“She soon will be.” Olan nodded over to Hamis, who was loading a horse’s saddlebags. He turned his head back to Kendril. “Reports are that Indigoru’s moving north, towards the Docks. She has a band of rebels with her. They’re attacking everything in sight.”
Kendril narrowed his eyes. “North? Why? There’s nothing up there.” He looked down the street towards the east. “There’s been no attack on the bridge? The one just down there?”
“No.”
“That doesn’t make any sense,” Kendril murmured. His face was shadowed in thought. “Why wouldn’t they come straight at us? Town hall is here, and the Vines. You would think Indigoru would focus on destroying any armed resistance here before moving towards the north side of town.”
Olan shrugged. “I don’t know, and I don’t care. We have to destroy that Seteru. If she’s going north, then so will we. The Despair will only spread from here, if we let it. That demon has to fall.”
Kendril nodded. “Agreed.” He pulled out one of his pistols and checked the flint. “Do we still hold the northern bridge? The…Wobble?”
Olan stepped forward and laid a hand on Kendril’s shoulder. “You’re not coming with us, Kendril.”
Kendril’s face froze. “Vesuna’s blood, Olan, don’t tell me you’re that stupid. You need me.”
Olan kept his hand on Kendril’s shoulder. “I need you here. Baron Dutraad is in charge of the forces rallying against the Despair.” He lowered his voice. “We can’t trust him, Kendril. He may yet turn on us.”
Kendril shook Olan’s hand from his shoulder. “Believe me, I don’t trust Dutraad either. But the Lord Mayor—”
Tomas gave a mocking smile from where he leaned against a glow-globe post, his face darkened by his raised hood. “Our beloved Lord Mayor has apparently abandoned the city.” He flicked the tip of a dagger towards the street behind him. “His carriage was last seen racing out the western gate.”
Kendril’s face hardened. “The coward.”
“Now, now, Kendril,” Tomas said with a bitter smirk, “I’m sure he has some excellent strategy in place that the rest of us are simply unable to grasp yet.”
“So you see,” Olan interrupted, “Baron Dutraad has been left in command.” He glanced back towards the fish store at the edge of the square. “I don’t need to tell you how problematic that is.”
“All the more reason to take out Indigoru now.” Kendril rubbed his face, red from the cold. “If we strike fast we can end this Despair before it gets off the ground—”
“That’s our plan. But we can’t leave Dutraad unattended. I want you and Hamis to remain here.”
The bearded Ghostwalker pushed himself up to his feet from where he had been sitting on a nearby carriage wheel. “Me? Not bloody likely. I won’t be left behind while—”
“You’re still injured, Hamis,” Olan said curtly. “And if Dutraad gets out of hand, Kendril will need help.”
“This is not just ridiculous, it’s idiotic.” Kendril pushed the hood back away from his head. “You’re dividing your forces. You’ll have…what? Callen and Tomas? You can’t take Indigoru with that.”
“You’re the one being idiotic,” Olan shot back. “Soldiers still loyal to Vorten are showing up in groups here by the minute. By the time we leave we’ll have at least a couple hundred armed militia working with us. Dutraad has given the Ghostwalkers command authority in the Trained Bands—”
Kendril raised an eyebrow. “I thought you didn’t trust Dutraad?”
“Do you really think you’re that important, Kendril? That only you can kill this demon? Perhaps we should wait for another Guardian to appear and appoint you as our savior, eh?”
“I told you before, Olan,” Kendril warned in a low voice, “I won’t follow your orders.”
Tomas and Hamis straightened, and exchanged glances.
Olan smiled. “You don’t have to, and frankly I don’t expect you to. This is where you can prove to everyone just who you really are, a man who only thinks of himself, and who even in the midst of a Despair is so self-absorbed and obsessed with glory that he puts himself ahead of an entire city.” Olan turned contemptuously. “So go ahead, Kendril, come along. Show everyone that I’m right.”
Kendril bit his lip hard, his face pale with rage. For a long moment he stared at Olan’s retreating figure, as if his penetrating gaze could cut into the man’s back like a rapier.
Then he turned and slumped down against the broken carriage near the wagon wheel Hamis was sitting on. 
“Looks like it’s you and me,” the bald Ghostwalker rumbled. 
Kendril watched as Olan mounted his horse. “For now.”
The glow-globe posts around the square suddenly began flickering. A murmuring cry went up among the assembled crowd.
Kendril raised his head, and watched the nearest glow-globe keenly.
“What on Zanthora—?” Hamis thundered.
The lights glowed dimmer, then faded out. The square went dark.
Kendril looked up at the tops of the nearby buildings.
The lights were going out all down the streets in either direction.
“They must have sabotaged one of the central steam stations,” Kendril pondered aloud. “The glow-globes are losing power.”
“We’ll be fighting in the dark,” Hamis growled.
Kendril nodded. “I think that was the intention.”
Within two minutes the only light was the distant blood-red glow of the fires that burned throughout Vorten.
The City of Light was dark.
 
The building was a carpet store. 
Rugs, many of them made in the exotic patterns and textiles from the Spice Lands to the far south, hung in rows down the center of the darkened store. At the front of the store windows looked out into a street.
“Stay behind me,” Maklavir whispered. He crept down the center of the store, his sword out in front of him while his free arm curved protectively back in front of Kara.
Kara hunched her shoulders under the blanket she was wrapped in. “You sure you don’t want me to go first?”
“What? No, of course not.” the diplomat hissed back over his shoulder. “Don’t be absurd.”
A shot rang out from the street. There was a yell, then a sharp scream. 
Maklavir stopped mid-step and crouched back against a hanging carpet.
Kara rolled her eyes, then pushed past the diplomat. She peered out one of the windows.
“Please, Kara,” Maklavir said in a hurt voice. “You’re making me look bad.”
“You don’t need my help with that,” she responded quickly.
Another shout sounded from the street. There was more screaming, the sound of a woman’s voice.
“Down!” said Kara suddenly. She shoved Maklavir back.
“Oh, so now you want to hide?” Maklavir pulled on his lace cuffs. “Really, Kara, I don’t think that—”
A group of figures rushed by the windows.
There were three men, large and imposing. One dragged a young woman by her hair. She wept and screamed. Another of the men had his burly arms wrapped around a small girl, who was biting furiously at his arms and kicking like mad.
“Great Eru,” Kara whispered. She turned. “Mak—”
He wasn’t there.
Startled, Kara looked around, just in time to see Maklavir burst out the door of the shop and into the street.
“Cads!” he shouted, brandishing his sword.
The three men stopped in their tracks. They turned to face him.
“Oh no,” Kara said under her breath. She jumped up.
“Unhand those women immediately!” Maklavir ordered. “By Eru, I mean it. I’ll cut you all to pieces if you don’t.”
One of the men, a short man in a brown vest who appeared to be the leader, gave a broad smile. “You and what army, fancy-britches?”
The other men released the girl and the woman, then yanked wooden clubs from their belts.
Maklavir stormed a few steps forward, the blade of his sword lifted. “Cowards! Have you no honor? No decency?”
“Not much, guv’nor,” the first man replied. He pulled out a large knife.
The other two men began to circle around Maklavir to either side.
Kara appeared in the doorway of the store. She glanced quickly at the situation in the street. “Hey!” she called.
Every eye turned towards her.
Kara dropped the blanket from her shoulders.
The three men stared wide-eyed at her.
So did Maklavir.
The young woman on the ground scrambled up out of the snow, and slammed her elbow between the short man’s legs as hard as she could.
The ruffian fell back with a gasp. He dropped his knife with a strangled curse.
Maklavir blinked, then turned and swung his sword at the closest thug.
The long blade caught the man across his forearm. He howled in pain, then scrambled off down the street dripping blood.
Maklavir turned. 
The last thug came at him with his club raised high to strike.
The woman snatched the knife out of the snow and flung it at the second thug with all her might.
The blade cut across his knee, causing the man to curse and stumble.
Maklavir jumped forward and stabbed with his sword.
The blade caught the man a glancing blow in the side of the ribs.
The thug stumbled back with a shouted curse, then turned and quickly limped off down the street after his friend. He trailed blood behind him.
The last man took one look at Maklavir’s long blade, then turned tail himself.
In just a few seconds the street they were in was deserted.
Maklavir stood panting, his breath puffing out white in the cold night air. “Well,” he said, half to himself, “that didn’t go the way I was expecting it to at all.”
The girl ran to the woman with a sobbing wail.
She took the child in her arms, and shushed her gently.
Kara came out into the snow, the blanket pulled around her again. “What on Zanthora was that?” she fumed at the hapless diplomat. “Tuldor’s beard, Maklavir, I gave you a perfect distraction.”
“What?” Maklavir’s face visibly reddened. “Oh, that. Well, yes, it worked very well, I thought.”
Kara gave him an exasperated look. “Except you didn’t do anything. You just stood there and stared like everyone else.”
Maklavir rolled back his shoulders. “Well, now you’re just not making sense. Great Eru, woman, you had no clothes on. What exactly were you expecting me to do?”
Kara sighed. “You’re impossible, Maklavir.”
“You know, many women would consider it a compliment of the highest degree,” said the diplomat sourly. He sheathed his sword.
“This doesn’t get back to Joseph or Kendril,” Kara said with a raised warning finger. “I mean it, Maklavir. Not a word.”
Maklavir put a finger over his lips. “My lips are sealed.”
“Please,” the young woman begged, “we must get off the street.”
As if to accentuate her words, another scream echoed down the cobblestones, followed by a shout and then a gunshot.
“Right,” said Maklavir. He looked over at the carpet store. “Back inside there. Quickly now.”
They quickly shuffled into the store as more gunshots sounded all around them.
Maklavir closed the shop door behind them. He glanced out the window and frowned at the flames that leapt high into the sky just down the street.”Fire,” he said. “Looks like the opera house blaze is spreading.”
“There are fires all over,” the young woman said. She huddled the little girl to her chest and stroked the child’s hair. “The city’s gone mad. There are armed men roaming the streets, breaking into houses, looting, pillaging, carrying off the women—”
Kara gave a surprised look. “The women?”
She nodded. “All the women, even the little girls. Armed men are dragging them north, up towards the plaza.” She shuddered with horror. “They’re doing something…terrible to them up there, I just know it. There are constant screams coming from that direction, and other noises that are…even worse. Singing of some kind, or chanting…”
Kara shuddered. “I’ve heard enough chanting tonight already to last me a lifetime.”
“There are whispers.” The young woman lowered her voice, glancing fearfully at the windows as if faces would suddenly appear. “Others I met in the street, they say that the Indigoru has risen, that she’s come in flesh to seek vengeance on Vorten and all Zanthora. They say—” Her voice faltered slightly. “They say that Despair has come.”
Maklavir and Kara both felt icy fear snake into their stomachs at the mention of the word.
Outside, another gunshot sounded.
The young child whimpered, pushing herself even deeper into the folds of the woman’s dress.
Maklavir leaned down. “What’s your name, lass?” 
The young girl stared wide-eyed at him. A long few seconds passed. “Ilsa,” she said at last, her voice barely audible.
“Ilsa, eh?” Maklavir smiled. “That’s a beautiful name. I’m Maklavir, and this is Kara.” He looked up at the young woman. “Is this your mum?”
Ilsa nodded, her eyes still watching Maklavir fearfully.
The young woman looked first at Maklavir, then at Kara. “I’m Greslin,” she said. “I’m sorry, I didn’t even thank you. We owe you our lives—”
“Posh,” Maklavir said with a wave of his hand. “You don’t owe us any thanks, Miss Greslin. We did what any decent human being would have done.”
“We can’t go out there,” Kara said as she pulled back the curtains at the window. “Not with armed cultists running free in the street.” She looked back at Maklavir. “I hate to say it, but I think going back down into the sewers might be our best choice.”
Maklavir nodded slowly.
Ilsa moaned and clutched her mother tightly.
Kara moved towards the back of the store. “One thing’s for sure. I have to find something besides this old blanket to wear,” she said as she went. “Maybe there’s some clothes back here somewhere. Give me two minutes.”
Maklavir cleared his throat. “Ilsa,” he said gently, “have you ever been to the Ice Gardens?”
The girl peeked out from behind her mother’s dress.
“It’s one of my favorite places,” Maklavir continued. “I love the ice flowers they had there. When I saw them, years ago, there was a whole garden of flowers, made entirely out of ice. Do they still have those?”
Ilsa gave a slow, shy nod.
“Good.” Maklavir looked steadily into the girl’s eyes. “Now listen to me, Ilsa. I know things are scary right now, and I know that you’re afraid. I am too.” His eyes continued to hold hers, his voice steady and calm. “But I promise you that I will protect you and your mother as long as I am alive. No harm will come to you, not as long as I am here with you. Do you understand?”
She nodded.
“Good.” Maklavir gave his trademark disarming smile. “Stay close to your mother, Ilsa. You’re both safe with me.” He looked up at Greslin. “You said the plaza was to the north?”
The young woman nodded. “Just a few blocks from here.”
Maklavir rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “That means we’re on the other side of the river. We must have somehow come underneath when we were in the sewers.”
A screech, sounding almost unearthly in its tone, echoed down the street outside the windows.
Greslin and Ilsa cowered into the shadow of a hanging rug.
Maklavir ducked back.
A second later a group of shadows flitted past the store’s windows. There was the sound of breaking glass, then more shouting.
“Come on,” Maklavir whispered to the entwined pair. “I think it’s high time we got out of here.”
 



Chapter 17
 
Bronwyn felt sick.
She stumbled over the icy cobblestones at the far end of the Plaza. Behind her the chanting of the cultists and renegade militia intermingled with the screams of the women that were being brought forward to the makeshift altar in the middle of the square.
And killed, one by one.
Bronwyn glanced over her shoulder. Dannon stood at the head of the improvised altar, a bloody knife in one hand. The snow was stained red all around him and the altar. Dead bodies lay in a heap behind the altar, scores of them.
The pile was growing larger minute by minute.
Indigoru was gone. The goddess had left to the north. Fires were burning brightly up there already, as well as in the south.
It made sense. Bronwyn could see what Indigoru was doing, could glimpse the plan. The chanting that now filled the square, words that had not been uttered aloud in centuries, were clear enough to a witch trained in the art of spellcraft like she was. 
It was brilliant. It was glorious. The rise of the Seteru, the new dawn of the old gods come in flesh, the time of Despair. Bronwyn had waited all her life for this moment, had plotted and planned for it, had waited eagerly for her reward as a faithful servant of the Seteru.
So why was her stomach so sick? Why were her hands shaking uncontrollably? Why was the sound of the screaming women behind her echoing over and over in her brain and piercing to her very soul?
The chanting. The sound of it should be filling her with joy and expectation. Instead she wanted to clap both hands over her ears and scream to drown out the words.
What was wrong with her?
Bronwyn stepped up into an alleyway at the edge of the Plaza, then ducked into the narrow side-street. 
She hadn’t expected this. She had known the Seteru were a capricious lot, easily angered, petty, vindictive…but this? 
Indigoru was killing the women of Vorten. All of them. When would it stop? 
Bronwyn had expected something different. A new age of worship, a reward for faithful service, the women of Vorten coming to worship the goddess of fertility and desire once again with open arms and singing lips.
“I serve the goddess,” Bronwyn whispered. She wrapped her arms around herself. Her body trembled violently. “I serve the goddess, and bear the secrets of—”
She stopped mid-sentence as the nausea caught up with her. She bent double and was sick in the darkness of the alley entrance.
Bronwyn stood back up. Her legs felt weak and shaky. She wiped her mouth.
The screaming and chanting continued.
 
The square was a broiling mass of people. 
Townsfolk, many carrying bags and satchels jammed full of goods, kept up a steady stream towards the western gate. Many were injured, some bleeding visibly. Children wailed and cried, horses neighed loudly with the smell of blood and smoke in their nostrils. 
Then there were the soldiers, the militiamen who had answered the scattered summons to assemble. There were fewer than a hundred in the square right now. Most of the small units from the trained bands had already been dispatched to the north and south, where the fighting was heaviest.
Kendril could hear the sounds of fighting from both directions. It was intensifying, raised to a fever pitch of gunshots and cannon fire. His fingers itched to hold a sword, to smell gunpowder and to lead men into fire and blood. He hated standing around like this, doing nothing.
The door of the fish store had been jammed open. Messengers scurried in and out. Two soldiers lounged just outside the entrance, halberds in hand. Their faces looked both tired and frightened.
Kendril glanced sharply at both of them as he entered the store.
Great Eru, they were boys, not men. Probably never seen a real day of battle in their lives.
He stepped into the bustle of the store.
“Where is Tuttleman’s Company?” Dutraad roared. He scribbled furiously on a sheet of parchment. “We need his men at the Wobble now or we’re going to lose the whole bridge.”
“I don’t know, sir,” panted a heavy-set man wearing no uniform. “We’ve had no word from him yet. There are reports that the Seteru’s in the north, sir, in the Docks. And there are at least two more fires down by the south gate—”
“Does it look like I have time for fires right now?” Dutraad snarled. He whipped out the parchment and handed it to a nearby adjutant who wore a purple scarf tied around his upper arm. “Get that down to Colonel Jommaney in the Vines. Then get back here and give me a full report on his situation.”
The adjutant saluted sharply. He dashed past Kendril and out the open door of the store. 
Dutraad lifted his eyes. “I don’t have time for you right now, Ghostwalker.”
Kendril looked down at the map, a frown on his face. “They haven’t attacked across the Central Bridge yet?”
“It’s the one Void-cursed place they haven’t hit,” Dutraad said brusquely. “Give me some good news. Have your Ghostwalker friends killed that demon yet?”
Kendril leaned over the table. “That demon used to be your wife, Baron.”
Dutraad gave Kendril a cutting glance. “She’s not my wife anymore, Ghostwalker. I have bigger problems to worry about at the moment. Vorten is falling to pieces. No one’s seen the Lord Mayor. We’re barely holding the western side of the river, there are refugees continually streaming out of every gate possible, and the north and south bridges are being continually assaulted by the enemy, who we didn’t even know existed until a few hours ago.” Dutraad shook his head, his mouth curling into a self-deprecatory sneer. “Three years. That’s how long I’ve known Kane. Three bloody years. I’ve had him over to more feasts and dances at my estate than I can count, for Eru’s sake.” The Baron stood, his face white and haggard in the golden candle light. “And now he’s mobilized my own regiment against me. Against Vorten.” He banged his hand hard down on the table. “It’s madness.”
Kendril rubbed his eyes, realizing just how tired he was. “They’re hitting the north and south bridges?”
“And raising bloody chaos everywhere else.” Dutraad slapped a finger down on the map. “The residential section is burning to the ground. We can see that much just from here. To the north in the Docks there are sounds of fighting and multiple fires as well. Cultists have crossed the Wobble several times already. There are pockets of them still fighting and looting in the Shackles.”
“It doesn’t make sense,” Kendril murmured. “They’re attacking north and south. Why not hit the Central Bridge? It’s an obvious target.”
Dutraad turned from the map with a shrug. “Eru only knows. They’ve made no move to cross, and I’m certainly not going to tempt them. I have enough on my hands already.”
As if to punctuate his words, a bloody and dirty gendarme appeared at the door. “Sir! Remnants of Colonel Gleetulmann’s company straggling in from the south. They’ve been pushed off the Hound.”
Dutraad pinned the gendarme in his implacable gaze. “They can’t abandon that bridge! Where’s Gleetulman?”
“Dead, sir.”
“Then get me his second, or whomever the Void else is in command. I don’t care if it’s a sergeant. Just get me someone.”
The gendarme saluted and disappeared. 
Outside in the square came the sound of increased shouting and clopping of hooves on the frozen cobblestones.
Kendril’s eyes stayed fixed on the map. “Something’s wrong,” he said in a low voice. “None of this makes sense.”
“I’ll say something’s wrong.” Dutraad turned back towards the Ghostwalker. “This city used to be my home. Now people I’ve known for years are pillaging and plundering it in the name of a demon who has possessed the body of my wife. Tell me how any of that makes sense?”
Kendril opened his mouth to respond, but was interrupted by someone else at the door.
“Sir!” the militiaman blurted. He saluted quickly and sloppily.
Dutraad growled impatiently. “Out with it, soldier.”
“Report from Captain Potemkin. He says the demon has appeared.”
Kendril and Dutraad both straightned.
“The Wobble, sir,” the man continued to stammer. “She’s…she’s killing our men.”
 
“I am amazed,” Maklavir moaned as he walked, “just how much time I seem to be spending of late underground. It’s really not a pattern I relish, I can tell you that.”
“I used to live underground, you know.” Kara walked beside him. She pulled up the oversize coat she wore. Large trousers were cinched at her waist with a belt hooked into the last notch, and brown workboots were on her feet. “Back in New Marlin. Those sewers were even worse than these.”
“Can’t you at least let me complain?” Maklavir adjusted the lantern he held in his hand, one “borrowed” from the carpet store. He glanced back over his shoulder.
Greslin and Ilsa followed a few steps behind them. They glanced fearfully at every shadow in the sewer tunnels around them.
“So,” Maklavir continued conversationally, “how are those clothes you found working out for you?”
Kara itched at her shoulder. “Terrible. They smell like sour wine, and they’re barely hanging off me. I’m not quite sure the blanket was that much worse.”
Maklavir gave the pretty redhead a lascivious side-glance. “I certainly liked the blanket more.”
Kara rolled her eyes. “I’ll bet you did. Do you even now where you’re going?”
The diplomat gave a broad shrug. “More or less. At least I have some decent light this time around. Makes things a little easier.”
“Just don’t get us lost.”
Maklavir gave her a charming smile. “Anything for three hapless ladies.”
Kara paused for a moment, then lowered her voice. “Maklavir?”
“Yes?”
Kara looked quickly behind her, making sure Greslin and Ilsa weren’t overhearing their conversation. “About earlier…I just wanted to say that what you did was very—”
Maklavir sighed, prepared for inevitable insult. “Very what?”
Kara put a hand on Maklavir’s arm. “Brave.”
“Oh.” Maklavir rolled back his shoulders and cleared his throat nervously. “I see. Well, I guess it was rather…” He made a face. “To be perfectly honest, Kara, I didn’t really think things through very well. I just…acted. Rather stupidly, too, I might add.”
Kara smiled sweetly. “I imagine that’s how most people end up doing courageous things.”
Maklavir shook his head disdainfully. “Well don’t worry. I promise I won’t make it a habit or anything.”
The redhead kissed him lightly on the cheek. 
Maklavir turned to her in surprise. “What was that for?”
“For being brave.” She smirked. “Or stupid. Take your pick.”
 
Cannon shots rumbled through the night air like distant thunder. Long, forlorn lines of militiamen, lacking any kind of uniform other than a basic colored scarf tied around their arms, shambled through the dark streets and into the square past the burnt wreck of the opera house. Their faces were smeared with dirt and ash, and many were limping or hobbling on makeshift crutches for support. Bloody rags wrapped around wounds showed the injuries they had suffered.
But it was their eyes that distrurbed Kendril the most. They were the eyes of dead men. There was no life in them, no hope.
The battle was being lost up north by the bridge known as the Wobble. And he was stuck in this tiny little city square baby-sitting Baron Dutraad when he should have been up there with Olan and the others, battling against the demon Indigoru.
Kendril watched the lines of infantry filing by. No, he corrected himself, infantry was too strong a word to describe them. They were butchers, bakers, apprentices, tradesmen of all kinds for whom soldiering had only been a fun game to play on weekends. Now they were experiencing war at its most hellish. War in their own city, against their own neighbors. War against a demon incarnated.
A war of Despair.
Kendril squeezed the grip of his sword handle until he thought he would break it. He wanted more than anything to be up there, in the thick of it, then down here.
“Looks like things aren’t going well.” Joseph came up beside Kendril, and sank down beside him. “Any news from—?”
“I would have told you, Joseph.” Kendril’s voice was curt, perhaps too much. He tried to switch the topic. “How’s it going with all the wounded?”
Joseph sighed heavily. “There’s a never-ending stream. A lot of them are dying before we can get to them.” He glanced at the lines of dispirited troops. “They’re just boys, Kendril.”
“We were once, too,” the Ghostwalker responded pitilessly.
There was a drumbeat of gunshots off to the northeast. 
Joseph lifted his head, staring at the red glow of the fires. “Vorten is lost, isn’t it?”
Kendril shook his head fiercely. “Not yet. Not by a long shot.”
The grizzled scout nodded. He looked down at the trampled snow, mixed now with mud and blood into a churned, slushy mess. 
“I have to go after her, Kendril.”
“Who?” Kendril asked dully, even though he already knew.
Joseph didn’t bother to answer. “Maybe she’s already dead, killed in that fire, I don’t know. I suppose she probably is. I’ve been throwing myself into helping the wounded here, trying to forget about her, trying to tell myself that I need to focus on helping the people I can, but I—”
“You love her,” Kendril said flatly.
Joseph watched the orange horizon glumly. “I suppose I do.”
“Then go.”
“I don’t even know where to start looking.”
Kendril gave his friend a probing glance. “That’s not what’s stopping you.”
“No,” Joseph agreed. “I suppose it’s not. I guess I’m afraid that she’s already dead, buried in the ruins of that opera house, and that I couldn’t help her when she needed me the most.” He looked over at the darkened street heading east. “As long as I stay here, I guess I keep hoping that she’s just going to walk back into the square, perfectly fine.”
“I’m not walking, I’m limping,” came Kara’s sudden voice from behind them.
Kendril and Joseph both leapt to their feet.
Kara and Maklavir came towards them across the square. The red-headed thief was limping slightly.
“You wouldn’t believe the night I’ve had,” she grumbled. “These boots are absolutely terrible. I have about three blisters just—”
Joseph rushed forward and caught her in a giant bear hug. “You’re alive.”
Kara closed her eyes for a moment, her head resting on Joseph’s shoulder. “I am.”
Maklavir coughed into his fist. “What about me?”
Kendril crossed his arms. “I’m not hugging you, Maklavir.”
The diplomat gave a broad smile. “It’s alright, dear boy. I know you’re still glad to see me.”
Joseph pushed back, his hands on Kara’s shoulders. “I thought…” he started to say. He shook his head. “Nevermind. You’re alive, and you’re safe.”
“Yes,” said Kara, growing quickly serious, “but there are a lot of others on the other side of the river who aren’t.”
Kendril glanced off to the east, where the continued sound of gunfire and battle drifted through the night sky. “We know,” he said grimly. “We’ve been able to hear the sounds of battle even—”
Kara stepped forward quickly and put a hand on Kendril’s arm. “Not battle,” she corrected. “Or not just battle, anyway.” She glanced over her shoulder to where Greslin and Ilsa were huddled in a corner of the square. “We found those two on the other side of the river.”
Joseph gave her a puzzled glance. “You were on the east side of the river? But how—?”
Maklavir sighed heavily. “Believe me, it’s a long story involving horrible smells, ruined stockings, and old carpets.”
Kendril gave a slow nod. “Thanks for clearing that up, Maklavir.”
“They’re taking women,” Kara continued. “Greslin says all the women, even the little girls.”
Kendril frowned. “What do you mean taking?”
“Carrying them off, alive, up to the Central Plaza. Greslin said there’s screaming coming from there, and chanting—”
“Great Eru,” Joseph breathed. “We have to get over there, do something to help—”
“Kara,” Kendril said, his voice so low that it sent shivers down his friends’ backs, “what kind of chanting?”
 
Baron Dutraad pulled his gloves on as he headed out of the fish store.
A nearby gendarme held the reins of his horse. He saluted as he saw the Baron.
Dutraad’s gaze swept over the assembled troopers on their mounts just behind his own horse. Most were wearing the red scarves of Count Idrimov’s regiment. 
Idrimov himself was missing. His home was over in the east of Vorten, in the Merchant’s Quarter just past the Central Plaza.
“How many?” Dutraad asked. He eyed the frightened-looking militiamen who were lined up behind the small unit of cavalry.
The gendarme held his salute. “Eighty-two men, sir, last count. Sixteen mounted.”
Dutraad’s mouth curled into an angry snarl. It was barely a company. Looking over the men he could see a blaze of different-colored scarves, denoting officers and men from various regiments. Many had bandaged wounds and looked to be barely standing. Some had no weapons. It was a travesty. Certainly no way to fight a war. The moment shooting started he fully expected at least a third of these boys to run. The rest would undoubtedly have to fight an uncertain chain of command, taking orders from officers from other companies and regiments. 
It was a recipe for disaster.
Dutraad hesitated a moment longer. He turned and mounted his horse.
Kendril came out of the blackness of the square, materializing like a ghost from the darkness. “Dutraad,” he said, “I need men. Every man who can stand on two feet. We have to cross the Central Bridge right now.”
“Certainly,” said Dutraad, his voice thick with sarcasm. “How many would you like? A company? A regiment? I’ll put them all under your command.” He turned, and motioned to a cavalry lieutenant.
The man saluted back, and began to lead the line of troopers off towards the north of the square.
The ragged militiamen began to wearily march behind the cavalry, their faces turned towards the ground.
Kendril dashed forward and grabbed the bridle strap of Dutraad’s horse. “Baron!” he shouted, “this isn’t a game! You need to push east right now, before it’s too late—”
Dutraad turned his horse, pushing Kendril away a couple steps. “Don’t lecture me, Ghostwalker!” he roared. “We’ve lost the Wobble. Cultists are pouring through into the Shackles. The south bridge is close to crumbling as well. I need to plug the gap now or we’ll be flanked, do you understand—?”
“I understand just fine!” Kendril shouted back. He watched the lines of soldiers disappearing to the north with growing desperation. “It’s a trick, Dutraad, a diversion! Indigoru is trying to spread our forces out, take our attention off the Central Plaza—”
“Then she’s doing a bloody fine job of it.” Dutraad reined his rearing horse in. “The demon is in the Shackles right now! We’re losing men up there, losing ground. And your precious little Ghostwalkers haven’t been able to kill Mi—” he stopped, his face torn for a moment, “the Seteru.”
Kendril shook his head furiously. “None of that matters. They’re killing women by the hundreds in the Central Plaza right now. They’re sacrificing them—”
Dutraad lifted his head as an explosion sounded far to the north. The light flashed amidst the orange glow of the fires for a brief moment. He swung his head back to Kendril. “Perhaps you haven’t noticed, Ghostwalker, but there are people dying all over the city. I can’t abandon the Shackles just to rescue—”
“No, not killing,” Kendril repeated emphatically. “Sacrificing. They’re trying to tear a hole in the curtain between the Void and our world.”
Dutraad gaped at Kendril. “Have you lost your mind? You’re making no sense.”
Kendril gestured up towards the night sky. “It’s still the new moon. The barrier between the Void is at its thinnest. Indigoru is trying to tear a hole in the veil that separates the Void and our world right here in the Central Plaza. That’s why she’s sacrificing hundreds of women. She’s using the blood to create a Void gate, a rift that will open the Void into the heart of the city—”
Dutraad snorted angrily. “I don’t have time for your religious nonsense. We’re in the middle of a battle—”
“That’s what Indigoru wants!” Kendril cried. “She wants us confused, distracted, paying no attention to what’s happening in the plaza. If she opens a gate there, the battle’s over.”
Dutraad turned his horse back towards the northern street. “Nonsense—”
“Listen to me!” Kendril thundered. “You think one demon in Vorten is frightening? If that gate opens there will be thousands of demons and creatures of the Void pouring into Vorten. From here they’ll swarm over all Zanthora. We have to throw everything we have at the Central Plaza and stop it right now.”
Dutraad spun in his saddle. “If I push on the Central Bridge, it means abandoning the north and south. We’ll lose the city.”
“If you don’t,” Kendril said ominously, “then you’ll lose the city anyway.”
Dutraad stared at him for a long, hard moment, then turned his horse and trotted after the militiamen that were disappearing into the dark streets leading north.
“Idiot,” Kendril seethed. He turned back towards the edge of the square.
Joseph, Kara, and Maklavir stood disconsolately nearby. Hamis sat against the wall of a half-destroyed building.
Joseph raised an inquisitive eyebrow at Dutraad’s departing form. “Did he—?”
Kendril shook his head in answer to the unfinished question. “He doesn’t believe me.”
Maklavir clucked his tongue. “Well, it’s not like you’ve given him much of a reason, too, old boy. You and your friends haven’t really been on the best of terms with the good Baron.”
Kendril turned and looked down the eastern street. “We don’t have a choice. We have to make it to the plaza and stop that ritual.”
Hamis nodded painfully. He pushed himself up to his feet, then snatched his greatsword up into both hands. “Agreed. I’m with you, Kendril.”
“And me,” Joseph said softly.
“Me too,” said Kara. “Just find me a decent bow and a quiver of arrows, and I’ll be fine.” She looked down at her feet. “Actually, I decent pair of boots would be nice, too.”
Maklavir stepped forward as well. “Me too.”
Kendril stared at him. “You?”
“Oh, yes,” said Maklavir somberly. “You probably didn’t know, but my one great desire has always been to die miserably, screaming as creatures of the Void eat me alive.”
Kendril actually smiled. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”
“All the same,” said Maklavir, a new note of misery coming into his voice, “you’re going to make me come along anyways, aren’t you? I can already see where this is going. It’s just like back in Balneth, when you dragged me along with you to find a bloody secret entrance to some catacombs that you didn’t need me for anyways. I think you keep hoping I’ll just get killed.”
“And yet,” Kendril mused, “you’re still alive.”
“I signed my death warrant the day I stayed in that inn in the Howling Woods instead of running for my life,” Maklavir moaned. “So let me guess. You need me to guide you and the others through the sewers, right? To sneak under the river and launch some kind of sneak attack on the enemy?”
“Actually,” said Kendril lightly, “I would only need Kara for that.”
Maklavir stopped for a moment, pondering. “Well…I suppose that’s true.”
“But that’s not what we’re doing,” Kendril said.
Kara looked up from her feet. “We’re not?”
The Ghostwalker shook his head. “No. We can’t afford to lose our bearings in the dark, much less try to find our way to the Central Plaza after we emerge. Time is of the essence.”
Joseph uncrossed his arms. “What’s the plan, then?”
Kendril holstered his pistol again. “We’re going straight across the bridge.”
 
 



Chapter 18
 
“Halt!” A gendarme stepped out into the street, a carbine raised to his shoulder. “Who passes?”
Kendril raised his gloved hands. “Friends of Vorten. Where’s Lieutenant Gradine?” He nodded towards the battered brick building of a cutlery store. “There?”
The gendarme hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “Yes, sir.”
Kendril nodded grimly. “Take me to him, gendarme.”
The man shouldered his carbine, then waved them into the store. 
The room was large, with windows looking out onto the boardwalk along the western side of the Inersa river. The windows had been shattered, and glass covered the floor. The far wall was pockmarked with bullet holes, and the broken remains of furniture covered the floorboards. Some of the larger pieces of wooden shelves and cabinets had been pushed up against the windows.
A half-dozen gendarmes were in the room. Three were sitting on a circle on the floor, playing cards by the guttering light of a single candle. Two others were lounging against the far wall, talking quietly. One gendarme stood by the windows, peering cautiously out as he smoked a pipe.
“Mr. Kendril.” Lieutenant Gradine got to his feet and nodded towards the Ghostwalker. “Welcome to the front lines.” He eyed the group behind Kendril curiously. “Are these your…friends?”
“Yes.” Kendril stepped up towards the windows and glanced out from behind a curtain.
The flat, dark bulk of the Central Bridge loomed in the darkness just outside, straddling both banks like an angry beast. 
Kendril turned back into the room. “How many men do you have?”
Gradine thought for a second. “Probably about twenty. Gendarmes and some militia scattered through the buildings on either side of the street here. We had more at first, but Colonel Dutraad pulled at least two squads out. Said they were needed elsewhere.”
Kendril nodded, thinking. “How many men opposite us?”
Gradine looked out the windows and shrugged. “Hard to say. Probably about the same as us. They’ve just been sitting over there, though they take the occasional potshot at us, as you can see.” He gestured to the hole-covered wall behind them.
Kendril pushed away from the windows. “Good. Get your men together. We’re going across.”
Gradine blinked. “I beg your pardon?”
“You heard me. We’re storming the bridge. Leave pikes behind, we won’t need them. We’re going to grab a foothold on the opposite bank and keep moving, all the way to the Central Plaza.”
One of the gendarmes tossed down his cards. “By whose orders?”
Kendril fastened the man with a baleful glare. “By my orders.” He turned to Gradine. “You were there. Dutraad gave me and the other Ghostwalkers military authority. I’m exercising it right now.”
The gendarmes exchanged uncertain glances.
Gradine swallowed and licked his lips. “I see. What…are your orders, sir?”
“Tell your men. Five minutes and we’re going across.”
“Begging your pardon, sir,” Gradine said, emphasizing the title, “but to make a proper assault we should have a numeric superiority—”
“Believe me,” Kendril said with a cold smile, “there’s nothing you can tell me about military strategy that I don’t already know, Lieutenant. We’re out of time, and there’s no other reinforcements coming. We’ll have to trust that the darkness will give us an advantage.”
“It will give them a bloody advantage, too,” one of the gendarmes muttered.
Kendril turned and pinned the man in his gaze. “Is there something you wanted to say to me, gendarme?”
The other men melted back.
The man stared for a long second at Kendril’s blazing eyes, then quickly shook his head. “No , sir.”
“Good. But since you seem to like to talk, you get the job of passing my orders on to the other gendarmes.” Kendril jerked his thumb towards the door. “Get moving.”
Hamis limped over to the windows, and looked out into the night. “If they’ve dug in on the other side it’ll be a rough go of it, Kendril.”
The Ghostwalker nodded.
Kara put down her quiver of arrows by a broken cabinet, and tested the string of her borrowed bow. “Not the greatest I’ve ever had, but at least it works.”
Joseph moved up next to her. “Kara,” he said quietly, “no one here will judge you if…if you want to—”
The thief gave Joseph a sharp look. “If I what?”
The grizzled scout shuffled his boots uncomfortably. Glass crinkled under his feet. “Well, if you want to stay behind.”
“Don’t be silly,” said Kara. “I’m coming.”
Maklavir held up his hand. “I’d like to stay behind.”
Kendril smirked. “Sorry, but you already volunteered to go, remember?”
The diplomat gave him a nasty glance. “That’s when I thought we were going through the sewers. If I knew you were launching some kind of suicide assault across the bridge, I never would have—”
“You’ve been through a lot already, Kara,” Joseph said, ignoring Maklavir. “I just think it might be better if you…stayed here this one time.”
“It’s sweet of you to worry, Joseph,” Kara said with a smile. “But I’m coming. You’re short-handed enough as it is.” She lifted her bow. “You could use the cover fire.”
Kendril nodded. “She’s right.”
Joseph threw the Ghostwalker a nasty glare.
“If you’re right about this Void gate,” Hamis said in his deep, rumbling voice, “it won’t much matter where the lass is, will it?”
Joseph wiped a sleeve across his brow. “I suppose not.”
Gradine looked quizzically from Hamis to Kendril. “What’s he talking about?”
Kendril stared out the window. “One step at a time, Lieutenant. First, we have to get across that bridge.”
 
The sounds of screaming could be heard, along with occasional gunshots. And underneath it all, like a low buzz that seemed only to grow in intensity, came the sound of some kind of chanting or singing to the east.
The gendarmes and militiamen were spread out alongside the sides of the building on either side of the street. They stayed in the shadows, speaking in barely audible whispers. Just twenty feet away was the foot of the stone bridge spanning the Inersa.
“We go across,” said Kendril hoarsely, trying to keep his voice down. “No shooting until we get to the other side, not unless they shoot first. Go quickly, and go quietly, understand?”
A few heads bobbed in the darkness. 
“Pass it down.” Kendril turned and drew both his swords. He turned to Hamis. “Last chance to sit this one out.”
The muscled Ghostwalker lifted his greatsword. “You kidding? I’ve been itching for a chance to kill some cultists all night.”
Kendril smiled. He looked back at the men.
The gendarmes were crouched against the building, swords out and ready. The militia had an assortment of blades and axes.
Kendril waved a hand forward, then turned towards the bridge.
He dashed across the open space between the street and the bridge, expecting to hear gunfire any second.
There was nothing. 
He ducked down low and dashed onto the frozen stones of the bridge. To either side of him stretched the white snake of the Inersa, flowing sluggishly underneath them.
It was quiet, far too quiet. Kendril could hear his breath in his own ears, loud and strained. Beside him came Joseph, his rapier at the ready. At his other side jogged Gradine. Hamis had already fallen behind, his limp slowing him down.
The bridge arced slightly in the center, bowing upwards. Kendril kept running. He neared the top of the arc. 
Behind him he could hear a man curse as he slipped on the ice. A sword clinked loudly as it hit the stone of the bridge. In the silence it sounded as loud as a gunshot.
Kendril winced. Surely the enemy heard that? He came up and over the center of the bridge.
The line of buildings on the far bank was dark. The glow-globes here were all out, too. Blackness hung over the street like a thick blanket. There could be five hundred men or none down there, hiding in the stores and shops that lined the bank. There was no way to tell.
Kendril kept running. He could hear distant sounds of fighting to the left and the right. Ahead of him the sound of screaming and the low buzz of chanting grew louder. The skyline glowed red in all directions.
He made it to the bottom of the bridge. The clank of weapons and the heavy footfalls of men sounded behind him.
Eru, he hoped the cultists didn’t have a cannon…
There was a shout from the upper window of a house to the right.
Kendril kept running. 
Another shout.
A gunshot banged out from the left. The flash lit the street for a moment.
Another figure stepped out from an alleyway and lifted a smoking matchlock musket.
There was twang and a hiss.
The cultist fell back against the street, an arrow protruding from his chest.
Kendril grinned. Vow or no vow, he could have kissed Kara right then.
And then he was on the enemy.
They were confused, disorganized. One had a bottle in his hand and reeked of razvodit. He stumbled out of a side door.
Kendril cut him down before he even had a chance to unsheathe his sword.
Another man emerged, wearing a hooded robe. He fumbled with a halberd.
Kendril ran him through with one of his short swords. 
The cultist gave a gurgling cry and crumpled to the ground.
There were screams and shouts all around now. Shots blasted off in the darkness. Officers yelled. The gendarmes and militiamen were piling into the surprised cultists defending the bridge, cutting and slashing.
“For Vorten!” Kendril yelled. His heart was pumping fast, the blood pounding through his veins. He could feel the sheer bloodthirsty energy of battle descend on him again. He slashed left and right, pummeled a face with the pommel of his sword, then slashed open another.
It was chaos, sheer bloody chaos.
Joseph blocked an attack to Kendril left, then jabbed his rapier into a man’s leg. Three yards to Kendril’s right Hamis barreled down on a crossbow-armed cultist and took the man’s head off with a massive chop of his greatsword.
Several more arrows came whizzing overhead. 
Kendril glanced back behind him to see Kara standing in the middle of the bridge, firing arrow after arrow like she was at morning target practice.
One of Gradine’s gendarmes came up just behind Kendril. A gunshot tore into his chest and threw him to the ground.
Kendril looked up just in time to see a man with a smoking gun duck back into one of the second-story windows. 
Another head appeared holding a pistol. 
Kendril dodged off to one side.
The shot blasted off in the darkness and the bullet pinged off the cobblestones just a few feet away from his leg.
The second cultist ducked back into the upper room.
Kendril gestured to the buildings on either side of the street. “Snipers up above! Clear those buildings!”
“On it,” came Maklavir’s jovial voice. He stepped over the fallen body of a cultist, swung back his arm, then tossed a fizzing object into the upper window.
Kendril stared at him.
Maklavir shrank back against the next building, and ducked into a doorway.
Kendril scrambled away and dove around the corner.
A second later there was a ear-splitting explosion. Smoke and flame blossomed out of the upper windows. Pieces of brick sailed down into the street below. 
Coughing and sputtering in the cloud of smoke and brick dust, Kendril climbed back to his feet. He glanced around the street.
Dead bodies were strewn everywhere. They looked to be mostly cultists. 
Lieutenant Gradine barked a few orders, getting the gendarmes and militia back in line. 
Hamis came up to Kendril, grinning like a jackal. “Olan’s wrong about you, boy. You’ve got guts after all.”
Kendril wiped the blood off one of his swords. “We’re going to see just how much.” He looked up as a pair of gendarmes exited building on the far side of the street. “Clear?”
They nodded.
Gradine turned, wiping sweat from his face. “That went better than I thought.”
Kendril looked over the street. It was true. Only a half dozen or so cultists, all dead. Only one loyalist had fallen, a few others were wounded.
It was a bargain, and a lucky one at that.
“I’ll post men here,” Gradine said as he sheathed his sword. “We can hold the bridge until—”
“Belay that,” Kendril said roughly. He stood and looked up the street. “That was the easy part. We’re not done yet.”
In the darkness ahead they could all hear shouting and screaming.
And chanting.
 
The street was unguarded.
The column of gendarmes and militia snaked up alongside one side, weapons out and at the ready. Bodies lay haphazardly all around. Some were just children. A fire gutted out of the windows of one small house, casting the snow-covered street in an eerie orange light. Windows were shattered out of the houses and stores all around. Furniture and articles of every description littered the street. Papers fluttered around like small white birds.
And always came the strange chanting up ahead, intermingled with the screams and pleas of women being sacrificed. 
No one could understand the words. They vibrated in the air, and hurt the heads of all those who listened. Several of the soldiers vomited as they walked, overcome with a sudden nausea. The very air seemed to crackle with a hidden energy.
Gradine grabbed Kendril’s arm. “What on Zanthora is that?” he whispered, forgetting Kendril’s newly acquired rank.
“That is what we’ve come to stop,” Kendril said. He turned to the men huddled on the street just behind. 
They looked exhausted, young, frightened.
“We’re going into the Central Plaza, just up ahead,” Kendril said, his voice booming out in the darkness of the street. “We have to take the plaza and kill the cultists who are there.” He motioned at Gradine. “Anyone with carbines or firearms will occupy the buildings on the western edge of the plaza, then keep up a steady rate of fire. Those who have only swords will stay with me and assault the open plaza.”
“How many enemy are there, sir?” One of the gendarmes asked.
A screamed echoed from around the corner. The chanting increased in tempo.
“I don’t know.” Kendril turned to the men. “You can hear what’s going on. I don’t have to tell you that it’s bad. Those cultists are trying to open a gate to the Void. We’re going to stop them. We either succeed or die trying. Understand?”
There was deathly silence.
“You sure know how to give a rousing speech, Kendril,” Hamis grumbled.
Kendril drew his sword. “Enough talking. Let’s go.”
 
Dannon was covered in blood.
The knife he held had ended the lives of more women than he could count, more than he could dream. For so long he had served the gods, longed for their return, and now…
Now, he would finally have that chance.
Two cultists threw a woman onto the blood-drenched altar right in the middle of the square. She didn’t scream, but just whimpered, her eyes wide with fright like a sheep about to be slaughtered.
Dannon closed his eyes, murmuring the chant that was echoed from the throat of every faithful worshipper of the Seteru here in what had once been Vorten’s Central Plaza. 
In mere seconds it would be the new gateway of the gods.
The very air trembled, shimmering with potential. The fabric of time and space itself wavered and flickered, distorted and thin. It needed only one push, one little prick to tear the veil between the Void and this world. 
Dannon laughed. To think, he had been a nobody just yesterday, a gutter rat of Vorten, despised and dejected by the nobles.
Now he was the favored of the gods, high priest of both Chalranu and Indigoru. 
He raised his knife.
There was a shout from his right, to the western side of the Plaza.
Distracted, Dannon turned his head. 
Gunshots, several of them. More shouts, the clang of metal on metal.
No, he thought feverishly. Not now. He was close. So close…
He closed his eyes and continued chanting.
The woman on the altar screamed.
He brought the blade down.
 
Kendril cut down the cultist just as the man was starting to turn around. He stepped forward with a snarl of pure animal rage and lifted a pistol in his other hand.
Another cultist ran at him with a scream. He held a club with rusted nails stuck in it.
Kendril fired. 
The shot took off half the man’s face.
A group of huddled women and girls nearby got to their feet and begin to run.
Kendril stepped to one side, and drew his other sword. “Gradine!” he roared, “Get these people out of here!”
The lieutenant nodded, then turned and waved his gendarmes into the plaza just behind him. Several knelt and began firing their carbines.
Screams and gunsmoke filled the air within seconds. 
Answering shots came from the other side of the plaza. 
The chanting continued, relentless.
A crossbowbolt flicked past Kendril and stuck fast in wall of a building behind him. 
Kara stepped up beside him, taking careful aim with her bow. She fired, and a cultist stumbled and dropped to the left of the dry fountain.
There was a roar from the plaza. A group of cultists, armed and furious, came running at the small band of loyalists.
Kendril dodged around a fleeing woman. 
This wasn’t like the assault on the bridge. There were a lot of cultists here, and they were well-armed.
A gendarme fell right beside Kendril, clutching at a crossbow bolt in his leg. 
Hamis stepped forward and swung his massive sword like a reaper in a cornfield. Two cultists dropped in front of him.
Kendril turned, shouting to be heard over the confusion. “Take the buildings!” he shouted at the second group of gendarmes that were just coming up. “Set up a covering fire!” He turned and pushed Kara back towards the edge of the plaza. “You too,” he yelled. “Go!”
“I’m not going to run and hide!” the redhead blurted.
A shot tore through the air between the two of them.
“You’re no good out here,” Kendril said again. He pointed with his sword at the line of shops and houses just behind them. “Find some cover and keep shooting.”
He turned, just in time to see the cultists coming right at them in a disorganized mob, screaming and chanting.
Hamis lifted his sword above his head. “For Vorten!” he roared.
“For Vorten!” the gendarmes and loyal militia replied in one voice.
Kendril smiled.
The two lines crashed together, swords sweeping and slashing while gunfire punched into their midst. 
 
“Sir!” one of the cultists shouted. “We’re being attacked!” He pointed. “There, on the—”
“I know,” Dannon snarled. It was monstrous. It was unfair. He was so close, closer than he had ever been before. He looked around wildly, ignoring the battle that was happening just fifty yards away.
There.
“Her!” he screamed, pointing at a bound maiden by the side of the altar. “Bring her here now!”
“But sir,” the cultist blathered, fearfully eying the fighting, “shouldn’t we—?”
Dannon grabbed the man and pulled him close. “Now!”
 
Kendril whirled and blocked a poorly-aimed blow. He stabbed back viciously, and was rewarded by his sword cutting flesh.
The cultist opposite him screamed in pain.
Kendril grinned, the heat of battle on him. He turned away and parried another blow, then cut off a cultist’s hand.
It was frenzied, frantic fighting. Gunshots were plopping all around them, crossbows hissing into soft bodies. There was no way to know who was getting the better or worst of it.
He turned, and caught a glimpse of something out of the corner of his eye.
There, in the middle of the plaza. A man, drenched in blood, standing by some kind of improvised altar. 
And behind it, bodies….
Kendril froze for a moment, realization hitting him for the first time. 
The cultists were still chanting. 
Even while fighting, even with the screaming fury of combat all around, their voices were still mouthing the terrible words that man was not meant to know.
With a snarl Kendril dodged and ducked, battling through the morass of bodies in an effort to break out of the melee.
He had to get to that altar.
 
Dannon snapped his head up.
A man in black had disentangled himself from the raging battle and was running towards the altar.
A Ghostwalker.
The cultist turned to grab the woman.
Dannon was out of time. The veil between the two worlds was ready to be torn. It only needed a slight nudge, a gentle push.
He grabbed the cultist by the neck.
The man choked, surprised and panicked.
“Blood is blood,” Dannon said. He yanked back hard on the man’s neck and threw the struggling cultist onto the altar.
 
Kendril could see he wasn’t going to make it in time.
The air around the altar was shimmering, whipping and waving as if it was a patch of storm clouds. Colors flashed and sparkled through the air, sickening hues that made Kendril’s stomach churn and his head swim just to look at them.
He saw the blood-smeared man raise a knife, ready to strike a victim on the altar.
There was barely time to think, much less to act. 
Kendril threw down his sword and pulled out a pistol.
The range was too great. He knew that even before he fired. It would take a miracle to hit at this distance with a smoothbore flintlock pistol. Anything beyond about thirty feet was almost random, making careful aim almost useless.
So Kendril didn’t even try. He raised the pistol and fired in one smooth motion.
And prayed.
 
“But I serve the gods!” the panicked cultist screamed, writhing on the blood soaked altar.
Dannon tightened the grip with the hand around the man’s neck. “And now in death!” he shrieked.
Something punched into his shoulder, a tearing pain in his arm.
Dannon staggered back and almost dropped the knife, blood flowing from the wound.
He had been shot. 
 
Kendril grabbed his sword as he ran, barreling through the cloud of smoke left from his pistol.
By some miracle he had hit.
Perhaps Eru really was with him.
He leapt forward, both swords at the ready, the screaming and clanging of combat behind him.
 
The cultist saw his chance and took it. He leapt up from the altar, slipping on the blood that covered its surface.
Dannon roared in fury, then launched himself forward and stabbed the knife into the back of the man’s neck.
He laughed, stabbing again and again. 
The air around him grew suddenly hot, like a furnace.
Dannon threw his head back. The pain in his shoulder seemed to evaporate.
“Despair!” he shrieked.
 
Kendril stopped in his tracks.
The man standing at the altar lifted both his hands, then began to rise into the air.
Kendril struggled to think, to breathe, but he couldn’t get his body to move.
The man gave one final scream, then his body burst into flames.
Behind him, the Void opened. 
 



Chapter 19
 
There was a sudden silence that filled the whole plaza. Even the sounds of battle ceased.The combatants simply stopped fighting. 
All turned as one to stare at the middle of the plaza and the burning, floating figure.
There was a flash as the veil between the worlds tore in two.
Heat erupted out of the burning tear in space, washing over the open space before it like a wave. The ice and snow on the cobblestones around the opening gate hissed up in great gouts of steam. Black and oily smoke erupted from the gaping, fiery orifice.
Kendril turned. “Back!” he shouted. “Get ba—”
A shrill wail, unlike anything in the mortal world, shrieked throughout the plaza.
The men, cultists and loyalists alike, screamed and covered their ears, cringing on the wet cobblestones. 
Glass from every window around the edge of the plaza exploded, sending slivers and shards hurtling onto the streets below. 
Kendril ran back to the gendarmes, covering one ear from the unholy noise that still echoed all around. He waved his sword frantically with his other hand, signaling the men back towards the western edge of the plaza.
“Go!” he shouted, his voice sounding small amidst the noise of the opening Void. “Go!”
The gate opened like a giant flaming mouth, a hole suspended in space. The stench of burning bodies filled the air. Cackling laughter and screams came pouring out of the opening, wails and sobs mixed with giggles and chortles that defied all common sense and reason.
The men ran, pounding back across the cobblestones towards the buildings behind them. It wasn’t even a retreat. Just pure, blind panic. Even the cultists, those who remained, went running in terror, hands over their ears and their clothes smoldering from the intense heat.
A broiling mass of purple clouds began forming over the plaza, swirling and churning as it spread out into the sky.
Another scream erupted from the midst of the flames and smoke. 
Something came out of the Void.
 
Baron Dutraad watched the line of retreating men. He was bleeding from the face, a shallow cut from a richochet. Nothing much, but it stung fiercely. 
The militia were retreating to the edge of the Shackles, forming a new perimeter there. The Wobble had been lost, and the cultists had gained the entire northwestern section of the city.
It was the Seteru, the demon.
Mina.
She was too powerful. Nothing could withstand her. She destroyed whole blockades with one flick of her hand, sent men flying through the air with but a glance. Bullets couldn’t hit her, blades couldn’t touch her—
Dutraad could hear the sounds of fighting from just a few blocks to the north. He was beginning to feel the truth in his heart.
Vorten was lost.
A shadowy shape appeared out of the darkness. 
A Ghostwalker. For a moment Dutraad thought it was Kendril once again.
It wasn’t. The man pulled down his hood. His pale face was covered with blood that flowed down from a wound on his head. “Baron Dutraad,” he said. “I didn’t know you were here.”
Dutraad nodded curtly. “I’ve seen enough. We’ve lost the Wobble. That demon can’t be stopped.”
Olan looked down wearily. “She’s…protected by some kind of force. She raises a hand and—”
They both heard it at the same time, an unearthly scream that echoed through the city and pierced the eardrums of every man in the street.
There was a flash, sudden and bright, from the southeast. 
Dutraad spun his horse around. “Vesuna’s blood! What now?”
The soldiers and gendarmes in the street stopped, their eyes on the direction of the new disturbance. There were murmured whispers and pointed fingers.
Olan narrowed his eyes, peering over the tops of the buildings. “An explosion of some kind? But how—?”
The sky began to turn a dark, menacing purple. Olan and Dutraad both watched as streaks of lightning flashed down out of the broiling mass like witch’s fingers.
The clouds twisted, re-formed, appearing as faces as they grew over the entire city. More screams echoed, followed by insane laughter and chilling howls.
“No,” Olan whispered. “Eru in Pelos, no—”
The soldiers cried out in fear and panic. They started to run, throwing down their weapons and covering their ears.
The retreat had turned into a rout.
 
Some of the men were screaming. Others wept, their hands over their ears.
“We have to withdraw,” Gradine babbled. “To the bridge…yes, we’ll hold the bridge—”
Two militiamen turned and ran, wild fear in their eyes.
Kendril pushed himself up against the side of the building in the street they were huddled in. His arms were shaking. His mind was blank. He couldn’t think, couldn’t even move.
There was a hissing, sputtering noise, and fire began to fall from the clouds above.
Small chunks of burning hail pattered off the roofs and street, blazing like little pieces of coal where they fell. 
The gendarmes and militiamen began to wail in despair. They ducked further under the overhangs of the nearby buildings, and dodged into open doorways.
Another cackle of screams exploded from the plaza.
Kendril craned his head around to look.
There were shapes moving in the square, bat-like creatures flying and flitting amid the smoke and ruin of the plaza. They shrieked, cavorted, squawked like angry birds. Talons flashed and gleamed in the light of the fires.
The demons were coming. Everything was lost. Despair had won. Nothing could—
You are not alone.
The words came from nowhere, gentle but firm. Kendril heard them clearly in his head, as if someone had spoken them aloud.
His mind suddenly cleared. He gripped the handle of his sword.
“Set up a flanking position,” Gradine was saying, his voice shaking and incoherent, “did you hear me, Sergeant? Establish a perimeter…then, a flank—”
“We’ve got to shut down that gate,” Kendril ordered. He turned to the men who were still behind him. “Hamis, Joseph, with me! Everyone else, fall in behind. Let’s move!”
He turned, not waiting to see if anyone else was following, and ran into the burning heat of the plaza.
One of the bat-like creatures swooped and dove at him with a terrifying screech. It was monstrous, its face a contorted mockery of a human visage, its body hairless and oily black. It dove straight for him, fanged arms outstretched. 
Kendril met it straight on, swinging both his swords at the abomination.
Talons tore through his cloak, just missing skin. His blade slashed down into body of the beast.
It howled in pain, its wings flapping and beating against the ground. 
Kendril brought his other sword down on its head.
Fire erupted from the beast, blazing over its wretched form.
Another screech sounded right above him.
Kendril looked up to see another bat-demon gliding down at him. He tried desperately to wrench his sword from the burning carcass in front of him.
Hamis leapt forward with a booming battle cry. His two-handed sword caught the demon as if came forward and split it in two.
More fire blazed from the severed body.
Hamis staggered back. “Well, at least they can die—”
A black winged shape came from behind Hamis and latched onto his back, biting at his neck with a horrible fanged mouth. 
Hamis bellowed in pain, trying to grab the creature and throw it off.
Kendril yanked his sword free and started forward.
Joseph appeared. He slashed his rapier at the scrambling demon.
It laughed, then howled as it erupted into fire.
Hamis screamed and collapsed to the ground.
Joseph stamped out the fire on the Ghostwalker’s cloak, then hurriedly turned him over.
Hamis’ neck was a bloody ruin.
Another screeching creature came through the air at them.
Kendril turned and flung his sword at it.
The blade caught the howling beast in mid-flight. It exploded into flames and spiraled to the ground.
“Kendril!” Joseph warned.
The Ghostwalker whipped his head to the side.
Another bat-demon was scrabbling across the steaming cobblestones, its wings folded against its back.
Kendril dove and grabbed an abandoned halberd off the ground. He came up with a shout and swept the heavy axe blade on the haft downwards.
The edge caught the demon and ripped open its slimy body. Fire scattered over the ground as the creature shrieked its death cry.
Two gendarmes skirted forward cautiously, holding their carbines and glancing fearfully around at the burning bodies of the demons. 
Hamis looked up at Kendril with a ragged smile, his lifeblood pouring out onto the ground. “Kendril Demonbane,” he whispered.
His eyes glazed over.
Joseph stood up.
The two gendarmes looked at Hamis’ body, then at Kendril. They winced as more fiery pieces of rock pelted down around them.
The Ghostwalker scowled down at Hamis’ body for a second, then hefted the halberd in his hands.
Kara came up behind them, her loaded bow at the ready.
“Go back!” Joseph shouted when he saw her. He ducked as a flaming piece of brimstone dropped right by his face. “For the love of Eru, Kara—”
She fired, and a bat-beast plummeted down through the oily black smoke to earth. “I’m not leaving you!” she yelled back. She smacked her shoulder furiously where a burning piece of rock had started to smolder her coat.
A deep, bellowing roar filled the plaza, shaking the ground.
They all looked around towards the smoking rift.
The head of some massive skeletal beast, as big as a carriage, emerged from the fire and smoke. It leered forward hungrily like the skull of some kind of monstrous tiger or wolf. The animated, blackened bones blazed with fire. The body moved without muscles or tendon.
It turned sightless eyes on them, and opened its mouth in another guttural, horrible roar. Skeletal wings flexed out to either side of its hideous shape.
From behind it came the babbling laughter and endless screams of hundreds, if not thousands, of demons, bubbling forth just on the other side of the rift.
“Back!” Joseph screamed. He grabbed Kara, bodily pulling her back towards the shelter of the street.
They all ran, hearing the terrifying screams of the skeleton-demon behind them.
The fire increased from the sky, slashing downwards in ribbons of flame that pelted against the roofs of the nearby buildings. Already fires were erupting everywhere, out of control and devouring the entire city. Flashes of lightning came again and again, with no thunder to accompany them.
“Go for cover!” Joseph shouted.
Kara and the gendarmes ducked back under an overhang in the street. Gradine and a handful of the gendarmes were still cowering in what shelter they could find, too frightened to move.
Joseph glanced back for Kendril.
The Ghostwalker wasn’t there.
The gendarmes and Kara were all staring back at the plaza.
“Demonbane,” one of the soldiers whispered in awe.
Joseph pivoted his head around.
Halberd in hand, Kendril was charging straight for the demon.
 
The heavens were raining fire, and Vorten was burning.
Baron Dutraad watched in horror as his men abandoned weapons and ran in sheer panic. He could only imagine what the civilians trying to leave the city were doing. Things were devolving into chaos.
He swept his eyes across the horizon of the city. Flames leapt up in all directions, spilling black smoke up into the night sky.
Vorten was lost.
Even if they won, even if they somehow managed to beat the cultists and kill the demon, there was no way they could put out this many fires. 
More obscene faces formed in the clouds above, silently laughing, weeping, crazed. It made Dutraad’s mind spin to look at them.
“Baron!” Olan shouted, ducking back from the falling fire. “It’s a Void gate! They must have been—”
Dutraad’s horse reared back in sudden pain and fright, kicking and neighing wildly.
The Baron tumbled off and fell to the hard, wet ground.
Wet. The intense heat from all the fires was actually melting the snow.
He staggered to his feet. 
The horse galloped off, its tail and back end burning with fire.
Olan grabbed his arm and pulled him beneath an overhanging roof. “We have to go back!” he shouted into Dutraad’s ear. “We need to close the gate before—”
“Close the gate?” Dutraad stared at the Ghostwalker in shock. “Through that?” He pointed a finger towards the flaming city.
Olan stared at the epic conflagration, momentarily speechless.
“We need to get out of the city,” Dutraad gasped. “Before we all die.”
 
A cultist ran aimlessly across the Plaza, burning and screaming. 
The skeletal demon lashed its mouth down in one quick stroke and bit the man in two. It threw back its head and bellowed in victory, its flightless wings lashing and cracking like whips.
Kendril ran.
Fire flashed all around him. He could feel the heat on his back, to his front. His cloak smoked. The beast was right in front of him, towering and menacing.
The first of many that were coming through that gate.
“Eru is my strength and shield,” Kendril said as he moved. It was a song, a children’s song. He hadn’t mouthed the words in years, but now they were coming out of his mouth in desperate bursts. “My help in trouble, a light in dark—”
He hammered the halberd into the beast’s foreleg.
The bone splintered and cracked.
The demon snapped its giant head around towards Kendril and opened its mouth.
“—places, I will not be afraid—”
Kendril struck again, feeling the heat of the burning beast on his face and hands.
The leg bone shattered.
The beast toppled, giving a wailing screech. Its wings flopped and waved, tearing up nearby cobblestones. One of the wings lashed out and took the top off the plaza’s fountain. 
It fell with a crash.
Kendril didn’t stop. He couldn’t. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t quit.
“—You are with me, I am not alone—”
The demon screamed from a mouth with no throat and no lungs.
Kendril brought the halberd down on its head in a mighty two-hand blow.
The skull was wrenched open by the steel blade.
Kendril hammered the weapon down again and again on the creature’s head.
The beast gave one last strangled roar, then lay still.
Kendril turned towards the rift.
He could see into it, right into the Void. The sight almost drove him mad, almost caused him to fall to the ground in a crazed stupor.
There were legions of them. Legions of demons just inside, waiting for their first taste of the mortal realm, waiting to take back the world they believed was theirs.
Smoke stung Kendril’s eyes, the falling fire burned at him, wisped all around him like flaming raindrops.
“You are not alone,” he gasped, repeating the words over and over. “You are not alone, you are not alone, you are—”
Then he saw it. Through the fire, through the smoke, in the near-continual flashes of lightning.
The high priest, the one Kendril had shot. His body hung in the air just in front of the gate, still burning like a piece of slowly melting wax.
It was him, Kendril realized. That man, his body.
The blood from the sacrifices had broken the veil between the Void and Zanthora. But something else was needed, a token to keep the gate open, to establish a physical link between the worlds.
For Indigoru, it had been the Soulbinder itself, merging the demon with Lady Dutraad.
Here, it was the priest. 
His burning body was acting as a huge Soulbinder.
 
Joseph started forwards.
Kara grabbed the scout’s arm and yanked him back.
“Let me go!” he shouted. “Kendril—”
Maklavir took hold of Joseph’s other arm and helped pull him back under cover of a building. “Kendril’s mad!” the diplomat shouted over the din. “If you go out there you’ll be killed too!”
As if to punctuate his words, a flaming house across the street collapsed, sending up a whirling furnace of smoke and sparks.
Joseph turned, an angry response already on the tip of his tongue.
It evaporated as soon as he saw Kara’s face.
“Joseph, please—” she urged.
He looked back towards where Kendril had vanished amid the clouds of smoke in the plaza. Fire was falling fast and furious from the purple sky above. The whole city was one flaming inferno as far as the eye could see.
Joseph glanced back down the street, only to see a wall of fire blocking the way to the bridge. 
They were trapped.
 
The heat increased with each step Kendril took. It scorched his face and his hands. Sweat covered his body, made his hands slick on the handle of the halberd.
He turned his face, unable to stand the intense glare and wave of heat that emanated constantly from the open gate.
Kendril knew what he had to do. He had to close that gate. There was only one way to do it.
And his time was running short. 
Another ear-shaking roar erupted from the Void gate, followed by a myriad of cackling screams.
The demons were coming. In seconds they would rush through, first dozens, then hundreds, then thousands.
Kendril kept moving forward.
The heat was intense. Steam wisped up from the ground. The air shimmered and danced before him.
Kendril’s face felt scorched, as if someone had pressed a hot iron against it. He turned his head, raising the halberd to strike. His black cloak was actually smoking. So were his gloves.
Before him was the burning body of the cultist priest, hanging impossibly in the air just a few feet off the ground. A low, sonorous chanting came from it, as if in death the cursed soul of the man was damned to repeat the same spell over and over.
Kendril could see the demons through the gaping tear in space just beyond. There were dozens more of the gigantic skeleton-demons, pawing the ground and roaring. The sky on the other side was black with the winged bat-creatures. There were tens of thousands of them, more than could be counted. Other things moved in the dark fire of the Void, impossible monstrosities that snaked and lumbered, skittered and crawled. A cacophony of noise jittered out of the rift.
Kendril screamed from the pain. Fire erupted on his cloak and over his left arm. His face was burning, burning—
He kept moving, trying to protect his body with his outstretched arm.
You are not alone.
Kendril brought the halberd down on Dannon’s burning form.
There was hideous scream and a flash of blinding light.
Kendril felt pain, then nothing at all.
 



Chapter 20
 
Snow fell in the open plaza. It was dark, gray with the ashes of the smoke that hung like a shroud over Vorten. The city was burning. Fire was blazing in every direction, but the purple clouds were gone. The raining fire had ceased.
The Void gate had closed. Where once there had been a huge gaping hole between worlds, there was now nothing at all. If not for the scorched cobblestones it would have been impossible to tell anything had ever been amiss there.
Joseph ran out into the open plaza, feeling the snow pelt against his face. Kara and Maklavir ran behind him, followed by Gradine and the handful of gendarmes that were left.
Kendril lay in the middle of the Plaza, face down. His black cloak was smoldering.
Joseph ran up to him, and patted out a fire that was still simmering on his friend’s arm. He turned Kendril over.
From behind, Kara gasped.
Maklavir stared, his face pale. “Great Eru,” he whispered.
Joseph stared at his unconscious friend for a long moment. 
Kendril was badly burned. The left side of his face was a twisted, raw mess of scabs and blisters. Almost half the hair from his head was missing, fused into a lump of scorched red skin.
Joseph bit his lip. He gently tugged on Kendril’s smoking sleeve.
Parts of the Ghostwalker’s left arm and hand were similarly burned.
Maklavir staggered to one side. He looked as if he was going to be ill. 
Kara dropped down to her knees on the wet cobblestones. Her eyes were filled with tears.
Joseph tugged loose his herb satchel. It was almost empty. He rummaged inside, then pulled out a small bottle of white cream. He scooped his fingers inside, trying to get as much out as he could.
“It’s done.” Gradine stared around the plaza blankly. “It’s…over. He closed the gate.”
Joseph applied the white cream Kendril’s burned face. It was a special honey herbal mix, designed for burns. It would help numb the pain and hopefully prevent an infection.
Still, the pain would be intense. Joseph was grateful his friend was unconscious.
A lone screeching wail rose above the firestorm that covered the city. It echoed through the inferno, utterly inhuman.
“What on Zanthora was that?” Gradine clutched his soot-covered carbine. “Another demon?”
Joseph looked grimly towards the north. “The only demon left in Zanthora.”
Maklavir adjusted his cap nervously. “Indigoru? She sounds…upset.”
Kara readied her bow. “We have to go. We can’t stay out here in the open.”
“Go?” One of the gendarmes gave a harsh laugh, his face red from the heat. “Where are we going to go? Look around.”
Joseph stood, wiping soot from his face.
Fire danced crazily in blazing vortexes over the buildings all around the edge of the plaza. In each direction there was nothing but a burning wall of death.
“There must be…” Maklavir stared paled-faced at the destruction all around them. “There must be hundreds of dead out there. Thousands.”
The keening cry, eerie and ghostlike, came again over the fires to the north. It was filled with rage.
Kara lifted her head. “It’s getting closer.”
“Great Eru,” Gradine swore. “She’s coming this way.”
“We did just destroy her Void gate,” Maklavir remarked drolly.
Kara arched an eyebrow. “We?”
Joseph sheathed his rapier. “The sewers.”
Kara looked at him. “Underground? We’d be safe from the fire, at least…”
“Safe?” The gendarme pushed back his bearskin hat, his eyes wild. “What if the sewers collapse? Or fill with smoke? We’ll suffocate.”
Maklavir nodded sagely. “An enclosed tunnel could become a deathtrap if fire gets inside.” He gave Joseph a sidelong glance. “No to mention if a pocket of gas down there ignites.”
“Lucky for you all, then, I’m here,” said Joseph with a humorless smile. “If I can find my way through a forest I can get us through a sewer well enough.”
The wail came again, long and clear. The sound was definitely getting closer.
“It’s not ideal, but the way I see it we don’t have another good option.” Joseph glanced around the open space of the plaza. “Going underground is our best chance to get out of this city alive. Unless, of course, any of you want to face down Indigoru when she comes.”
Kendril moaned.
Kara knelt down next to him. “Kendril?”
The Ghostwalker coughed, then gasped in pain.
“Lie still,” Kara warned. She looked up at Maklavir and Joseph helplessly.
“Fire…my face…” Kendril cried. He tried to get up, but collapsed back down with another gasp.
Joseph grabbed Gradine by the shoulder. “Quickly, find us some kind of sewer grate somewhere on the edge of the plaza.” He got down by the injured Ghostwalker. “Kendril, you’re not on fire. You’ve been burned across your face and arm. I’ve spread an ointment on it, but you have to rest.”
Kendril laid his head back on the cobblestones. Flecks of dirty snow melted on his scarred. “Hurts…” he breathed.
Kara put a hand on his shoulder. “Hang in there, Kendril. We’ll get you out of here.”
“The…gate?” Kendril wheezed.
“Gone,” said Joseph. “You did it, Kendril. Eru only knows how, but you did it.”
The wailing cry came again.
Kendril opened his right eye. “Indigoru. She’s…coming.” His face flinched in pain.
Gradine came running back over, gray snow spotting his uniform. “There!” He pointed back behind him. “As sewer cover.”
“Get it open,” Joseph commanded.
“Leave me.” Kendril took deep, heavy breaths. His body shook. “Get…out of…here.”
“Sorry old boy,” said Maklavir with a grim smile, “but your penance or whatever it is is going to have to be paid back another day.” He nodded to Kara. “Here, help me with him.”
The redhead nodded. She stopped suddenly, staring off to the east.
Maklavir and Joseph followed her gaze.
There, above the tall flames that leapt high above the rooftops came a faint gray glow along the horizon.
“Dawn,” said Maklavir softly. “Morning is coming. I’d almost forgotten there was such a thing.”
“We’ll talk later,” Joseph said abruptly. “Get Kendril over to that storm drain. I’ll—”
A golden glow intermingled with the orange and red fires just to the north. A piercing scream echoed down through the plaza.
Joseph drew his sword. “Go! Now!”
Maklavir and Kara needed no second urging. They supported the wounded Kendril the short distance to the open sewer cover. 
The Ghostwalker gasped and panted with each step. The orange light of the fires showed his wounds to be even worse than they had appeared before.
Gradine and another gendarme helped Kendril down into the sewer, then Kara.
Joseph backed cautiously towards the entrance, his sword out.
The golden glow became brighter and brighter, moving through a tempest of flame that no mortal could withstand.
“Come on, Joseph!” Maklavir shouted. He jumped down into the sewer below.
Joseph turned towards the sewer opening.
Indigoru entered the plaza.
She glided over the cobblestones like a swooping bird, surrounded by a shimmering light. The Soulbinder still hung around her neck, blazing like an angry red eye. She was beautiful, magnificent, and terrifying.
Her eyes turned across the smoke-shrouded plaza and fell on Joseph. 
Joseph turned and ran for the sewer entrance.
He could hear the demon scream behind him, her voice piercing through the roar of the flames. He didn’t look back. He didn’t need to.
Indigoru was coming after them.
Joseph half-slid and half-fell into the opening. He slammed the grate shut behind him, for whatever good it might do.
Smoke hung in curls on the ceiling of the arched sewer tunnel. Still, there was a chill in the air down here. Frost clung to the walls and walkways. The turgid water itself ran slowly, covered with white patches of ice. Red light flickering in from sewer grates gave the sewers an eerie glow.
Joseph ran down the right-hand walkway, slipping and skidding over patches of ice. 
Ahead the others were ducking under an archway that led into another section of the sewers. Maklavir and Kara were supporting the barely-conscious Kendril.
Lieutenant Gradine looked back at him quizzically. “Where—?”
“Go!” shouted Joseph.
The wail of Indigoru came from behind them, echoing down into the slime-covered vaults.
Kara turned her head around, her eyes wide. “Eru protect us.”
Joseph grabbed Kendril and helped propel the injured Ghostwalker through the archway.
From down the tunnel they could hear the sewer grate clang loudly.
Joseph turned back around and put his shoulder against a rusted iron door that hung on its hinges against the wall. He pushed on it, looking back at Maklavir. “Help me!”
The diplomat gave the mold and rust-covered door a disgusted look. “Great Eru, my clothes are already ruined enough without—”
Indigoru’s golden glow shone down the tunnel. A wailing scream pounded down the walls, piercing their ears with its shrill cry.
Maklavir adjusted his cap. “Right then.” He threw himself against the door.
The pair grunted and heaved, pushing with all their might. 
The iron door squealed like a dying pig, slowly swinging shut on its ancient hinges.
Indigoru shrieked again. Her light flooded the tunnel, as bright as daylight.
Kara leaned a gasping Kendril against the wall, then threw herself against the door as well.
The three of them pushed.
The light came closer, becoming almost blindingly bright.
The door slammed shut with a thunderous boom. 
Indigoru’s light ceased as abruptly as a candle guttering out. 
“Run!” Joseph panted. He grabbed the handle and twisted it with all his strength.
Maklavir grabbed the handle and helped.
Kara took a step back and readied her bow with trembling hands.
The door buckled as if a massive hand had struck it.
Maklavir flew back and landed hard on the walkway.
Joseph grunted, then jerked the handle.
It clicked shut.
Joseph stepped back again just as the door rang again. 
The metal dented slightly.
Kara breathed a cloud of white into the cold air. “Eru in Pelos—”
Kendril climbed painfully to his feet. He balanced against the wall.
There was another, final scream of exasperation from the other side of the door. The light under the crack of the door began to fade.
Lieutenant Gradine stepped forward, his carbine pointed at the door. “We can’t fight her. Nothing can fight that.”
“We have to.” Kendril leaned against the wall and pulled out a pistol with a hiss of pain. He gritted his teeth, then began to reload the weapon in slow, halting movements.
Joseph stepped back. He was sweating, despite the freezing temperature. “Kendril, don’t move. The pain—”
“Don’t tell me about…pain,” Kendril panted. “She’s coming back. She’ll…” He took a deep breath, his eyes watering. “She’ll find a way.”
Joseph back down the tunnel they were in. 
“We have to kill her, Joseph,” Kendril said between his teeth. “It’s the…only way. We have to—” He gave a sudden flinch of pain and sank down against the wall.
“Kill her?” Gradine’s glanced fearfully at the closed door. “How in Zanthora are we supposed to do that?”
Kendril looked up at the gendarme officer. “We trap it.”
“We can’t stand around and debate,” Maklavir said quickly. “We have to move.”
Joseph nodded slowly. “You’re right.” He glanced at Gradine. “Take your men and head for safety.”
The gendarme nodded in relief. “What about you?”
“I’m staying behind,” Joseph said. “Kendril’s right. We have to kill this demon, or it’s going to kill us.”
One of the gendarmes stepped forward. “We’re no cowards, sir. If you’re going to make a stand—”
Joseph shook his head. “I’ve seen this demon in action. Numbers won’t help. We have to fight smart.” He looked down at Kendril. “We have to trap it.”
The Ghostwalker forced himself to breathe slowly and steadily, trying to manage his discomfort. “You have a plan?”
Joseph shrugged. “An idea. Eru only knows if it will work or not.” He looked over at Maklavir. “You still have any of those explosives?”
The diplomat pulled back his cloak and opened a satchel. “A few grenades. The rest of me is scorched, but at least the fire didn’t get those—”
Joseph nodded. “Good. You’re staying with me.”
Maklavir blinked. “I beg your pardon?”
“Me too.” Kendril forced himself slowly up to his feet again. 
“And me.” Kara pushed back her red hair. “Even though I’m practically swimming in these clothes—”
“No,” said Joseph firmly. “You’re going with Lieutenant Gradine.”
“What?” the pretty thief exclaimed. “I don’t think so. Why would—?”
Joseph stepped forward and kissed the surprised girl on her lips.
Maklavir quickly looked away.
Kara pulled back her head, blinking in surprise.
“Because I love you,” Joseph said. “And if anything happened to you I’d never forgive myself.”
Kara stared at him in shocked silence.
Another hideous scream echoed down the tunnel. It came from somewhere to the left.
“Time’s up.” Joseph nodded to Gradine. “Lieutenant, get her out of here. I’m trusting you to get her back safe.”
“Yes, sir,” Gradine said. He took Kara by the arm and led the stunned girl down the tunnel.
“Maklavir,” Joseph ordered, “help me get Kendril—”
Kendril hobbled forward, leaning against the tunnel wall with each step. “I can walk,” he said. “Where are we going?”
Joseph nodded down the tunnel to where it opened up into an intersection. “There. But we need to hurry.”
Another long wail sounded behind them in the darkness.
Indigoru was coming.
 
Golden light appeared just down the tunnel.
Joseph stepped back from the wall. “Maklavir, we just ran out of time.”
The diplomat cursed under his breath. He pushed a grenade into a large crack in the stones of the pillar across the room. 
They were in a large vaulted intersection of the sewers. Water came tumbling in from four different channels. A huge vaulted pillar in the center of the room supported the rounded ceiling.
Maklavir pushed back from the pillar, knee deep in the frozen water. “We need matchcord,” he shouted. “A lot of it, too!” 
Joseph looked down at the murky, ice-covered water. “We couldn’t get matchcord through that. We’ll have to—”
“The goddess comes for your souls.” The strange, whispering voice sounded in their ears.
In the passageway leading to the room, the light brightened.
Maklavir rushed over to the side of the room and threw himself behind an archway.
Kendril stood, then limped down into the water with a groan.
Joseph stood, his rapier drawn. “Kendril! What—?”
“You’ll need bait.” Kendril moved slowly through the sewer water. He stopped and pulled out a pistol, then reached up a hand to the hood over his head. Wincing, he tenderly pulled down the cowl off of his face.
The light grew brighter, like a rising sun.
“Come on!” Kendril shouted. He snapped back the lock on the pistol and leveled it at the passageway. “I’m waiting for you, Indigoru!”
“Right,” Maklavir said as he tucked himself further behind the archway. “That’s good. Let’s antagonize the demon—”
“Kendril—” Joseph began.
A brilliant light shone into the room. The water rippled, bubbling away from the passageway entrance.
Indigoru appeared.
All three men felt the breath sucked from their bodies. For a long moment they could only stare.
She was beautiful beyond description, so magnificent that it hurt their eyes to look at her. She was beguiling, perfect in every way.
Indigoru floated above the water, her flawless body effortlessly gliding over the water. “You.” She turned her head towards Kendril, her strange voice sounding almost musical in their ears. “You are the one. You closed the gate.”
Despite his horrible burns, Kendril managed a pained smile. “That’s right. It’s just you, now, demon. None of your friends are coming.”
Indigoru tilted her head. Her blazing hair tossed and blew in a nonexistent wind. “You dare to defy me, mortal?” She spread out her long, slender arms. “Why do you not fear me? I bring despair to your world.”
Kendril lowered the pistol at the goddess. “I don’t scare easily.”
Indigoru laughed, a haunting, weirdly melodic sound. “You will die, mortal. Slowly, painfully. Do you really think your pitiful weapons can harm me?” She lifted a hand palm outwards toward Kendril. Below her hovering feet the water rippled.
“Not really.” Kendril pointed the pistol towards the pillar. “But I’m betting this will.”
He fired.
The grenade wedged into the pillar’s cracked stone exploded outwards with a roar, followed moments later by the cracks of several other grenades going off in succession. In less than two seconds the whole pillar vanished in cloud of dust and flying stone.
Kendril ducked away, staggering back towards the walkway that ringed the room.
Indigoru raised up in the air, light emanating from her body in waves. She gave a furious scream, then lashed her arms outwards.
Above her head, the ceiling cracked, then began to collapse downwards.
The demon looked up, a look of genuine surprise on her face.
Kendril threw himself up onto the walkway. He grabbed for the hilt of one of his swords.
With a crash, the arched ceiling of the room came tumbling down.
Indigoru threw her arms up with a snarl.
Stones and heavy blocks slowed, then stopped in mid-air above her head. All around her heavy stones impacted into the green water, sending up fountains of ice and slime.
Maklavir and Joseph both came out of hiding. They stared.
Indigoru was untouched, holding several tons of rock in place above her. There was a huge rent in the roof above their heads, opening out onto the street above. The red glow of the fires that raged throughout Vorten flickered down into the room, intermingling with Indigoru’s golden glow. Heat washed down from into the chilly sewer.
“Insolence!” Indigoru turned her flashing, enraged eyes on the three men. “Your world will fall, fools. First you will bow to me, and then you will suffer. There will be no—”
“Oh, shut up already.” Kara stepped out of the passageway next to Kendril. She bent back her bow and aimed a notched arrow right at Indigoru.
Behind her Lieutenant Gradine and the remaining gendarmes spilled out of the opening, their carbines raised at the blazing goddess.
The goddess looked at the redheaded thief and hissed loudly. Above her head the huge weight of stones wobbled, but didn’t fall.
Joseph stepped forward. “Kara?”
Kendril climbed to his feet, dripping wet. He winced in pain from the effort. “Do it.”
Kara smiled. “Block this.”
She released the string. The arrow leapt forwards.
Indigoru screamed and flung out a hand. 
The ton of rocks over the demon’s head crashed down on top of her in an eruption of icy water and dust.
The golden light flicked out.
For several long seconds there was silence, except for the crackling of the fires in the streets above and the violent lapping of the sewer water against the walkway.
Joseph coughed, smearing dirt from his face. “Everyone okay?”
Kara nodded. She reached down and grabbed Kendril by his cloak, helping him to his feet.
The Ghostwalker groaned as he stood. He leaned heavily against the wall. 
Maklavir ducked out from behind his cover. He looked down at his clothes. “I’m just fine. My clothes, on the other hand—”
“Save it, Maklavir,” Kendril barked. He took a deep breath, closing his eyes against the pain. “Is she dead?”
Kara notched another arrow. “I’ll check.”
Joseph started around the walkway towards them. “I told you to get out of here.”
Kara stepped down into the water. She grimaced from the cold. “Come on, Joseph. When have I ever done anything you’ve told me?”
Gradine shrugged. “Don’t look at me. She was very insistent.”
“Don’t I know it,” Joseph mumbled. He stepped down into the water too.
Maklavir walked around the edge of the room, trying in vain to smear dirt and grime off his sleeve. “It’s over, isn’t it? I mean, the gate is closed, and Indigoru—” He let the sentence hang, looking over at the pile of rocks and stones.
Kara edged closer through the water, her bow raised. A faint red glow came from the pile of in front of her.
Joseph slipped in behind her. “Careful, Kara.”
She gave a half-smile. “You’re cute, Joseph. When are you going to stop worrying about me?” She edged around the stone heap, her over-sized boots sloshing through the water. She gave a long breath, then lowered the bow. “It’s safe,” she called back. “She’s dead.”
Gradine lowered his carbine. “About bloody time.”
Kendril gritted his teeth, his fingers clenching on the stone wall. “You’re sure?”
Joseph came around beside Kara.
Indigoru was gone. In her place was the broken, naked body of Mina. An arrow was lodged up to its shaft in her chest. Sightless eyes stared up at the gaping hole in the ceiling above them. Around her neck the Soulbinder still glowed angrily.
Joseph sheathed his rapier. “Yeah, we’re sure.”
Kendril visibly relaxed. He slid down the wall with a groan, his eyes still closed. 
Kara put up her bow. She leaned forward and reached for the Soulbinder. “Funny, isn’t it,” she mused, “how this little trinket could cause so much trouble?”
“Well I for one think it’s time we got moving,” Maklavir said to no one in particular. “Might I remind you all, the city is still burning right above our heads?”
A stone dislodged from the ceiling and fell with a great plop in the water below.
Joseph glanced up, narrowing his eyes. “I agree. Let’s get going.”
Kara picked up the Soulbinder, holding it by the chain. The red glow of the dark gem spilled onto her face.
Kendril opened his eyes. “Put it down, Kara.”
The redhead laughed. “You too, Kendril? I thought I got enough babysitting from Joseph.” She looped the chain over her neck.
Joseph stared at her, confused. “What are you doing?”
Kara looked at him askance. “We should take it back, shouldn’t we? We can’t just leave it here, after all.”
Maklavir looked up at the fire above. “She has a point.”
“We’ll come back for it.” Kendril had a strange look in his eyes. He started to get to his feet. “Leave it, Kara.”
Joseph glanced over at the young woman. “He’s right. Come on, let’s get out of here, Kara.”
The redhead sighed. “That’s a great idea. There’s only one problem.” She smiled. “I’m not Kara.”
Joseph stared at her for a moment, perplexed.
Kara lashed out a hand, palm forward.
The scout flew backwards, propelled by a wall of invisible force. He hit the water about ten feet away.
Maklavir and Gradine both gaped, their eyes wide. The gendarmes beside them stood motionless as well, stunned into inaction.
Kendril dove behind a stone. “Move!”
Kara turned in the water with a mocking, haunting laugh. She lifted a hand.
One of the heavier blocks in the water began to lift, shaking uncertainly. It fell back into the water with a giant splash.
Kara scowled. She turned back towards the men with a scowl. “You think you can kill me? I am immortal. I am a goddess.”
Joseph sputtered, trying to stand back to his feet in the water. “Kara!”
“Sorry,” the woman said with a cruel smile. “Kara’s gone.” She flung out both hands.
A shower of small rocks flew out from the pile. They hammered into the opposite wall like gunshots.
Several of the gendarmes fell back, bruised and bloodied from the projectiles. 
Maklavir dodged behind an archway. He tried desperately to draw his sword.
“It’s Indigoru!” Kendril shouted. He pulled out a pistol with a gasp of pain, then reached for a waterproof cartridge. 
Joseph got back to his feet. His rapier dripped water. He stared at Kara for another long second, unable to move.
Kara cackled madly. Her body began to lift out of the water. A slight glow began to form around her.
“No,” Joseph whispered.
“She’s getting more powerful by the second!” Kendril yelled from behind his cover. He forced his injured hand to steady the pistol as he tore open the bullet cartridge with his teeth.
A gendarme lifted himself up and aimed his carbine.
With a snarl Indigoru flashed out a hand.
The man flew back against the wall with a sickening crunch of bones.
“Your cities will burn,” the demon sneered. “Despair has come. It howls for your women, your children. You will all know the meaning of fear.”
Kendril struggled to reload the pistol, gasping as he moved his burned arm. “Joseph!”
The scout took a hesitant step forward, his rapier half-raised.
The woman before him wilted back suddenly. “Joseph, no!”
The voice was Kara’s.
Joseph stopped cold, a look of sudden fear and uncertainty on his face.
Kara’s face changed. She laughed, then threw out a hand.
Joseph lifted off the ground. His rapier splashed down into the water. He grabbed his throat.
“I will break you in two,” Indigoru snarled. “You loved this woman? She’s dead now, just like you. Just like Vorten.”
Joseph’s legs kicked helplessly. He was suspended clear above the pool of sewer water.
Kendril snapped back the flint on his pistol. He heaved himself up on top of the stone and aimed the pistol with his unburned hand.
Joseph saw him out of the corner of his eye. “No!” he choked. “Don’t…don’t…”
Kendril hesitated.
Indigoru began to close her outstretched hand. “I will break you, mortal…”
Joseph cried out in pain. Blood gushed from his nose and trickled from his mouth. He stared wildly at Kendril. “Don’t—”
Indigoru laughed wildly. “Die, mortal. You are just the first. I will watch all of Zanthora burn—”
Kendril pulled the trigger. The pistol roared and leapt in his hand.
The Soulbinder shattered into a hundred blazing red shards.
Joseph dropped into into the water.
Kara fell backwards against the pile of stones and didn’t move.
The fatigue and pain finally caught up with Kendril. He felt his vision swim, then go dark.
 



Chapter 21
 
Kendril opened his eyes.
He was in bed. The light from the window was dim, but seemed gray enough to be daylight. He didn’t know where he was, or how he had gotten here. The last thing he remembered clearly was the battle in the sewers, when Kara—
Kara.
Kendril sat up in the bed. He groaned with the effort. Pain flared in repetitive, throbbing bursts from the left side of his face and his arms. Loose bandages were wrapped over his burns. 
It was bad. The pain was almost crippling. He set his teeth, and slid out of the bed.
His clothes were folded on a chair by the bed, along with the burnt and torn remains of his cloak. It smelled of smoke and rotting garbage. A lovely combination.
He was half-way dressed when the door opened and Callen walked in. 
The freckled Ghostwalker smiled. “Out of bed? Seems you really are as tough as everyone led me to believe you were.”
Kendril winced as he pulled on his shirt over his bandage. “Where are we?”
“Vorten.” Callen came over to a chair and sat down across from Kendril. “Outside the city walls, of course. This is an estate of one of the nobles who died in the fire, a few miles west of the city. The fires are still burning inside the walls, especially east of the river.”
Kendril reached with a sharp intake of breath for his cloak. “How’s Kara?”
Callen looked at him for a moment. “You don’t remember much, I take it?”
Kendril shook his head gingerly. “Not much. You didn’t answer my question.”
The Ghostwalker put his hands together and sighed. “She’s not dead, at least not last time I saw her. She’s in some sort of coma. Honestly, I don’t know if she’ll make it or not. Your friend Joseph has been looking after her.”
Kendril folded the cloak with agonizing slowness over his shoulders. “I’m thirsty.”
Callen nodded. “Water’s there, on the side table. Go easy with it.”
Kendril reached out his good hand and lifted the canteen to his cracked lips.
“You’ve been barely conscious for the last few days.” Callen rubbed the side of his face wearily. “A bad fever. I thought for sure we were going to lose you. You’re bloody lucky your burns didn’t get infected, especially running around in a sewer like that. How’s the pain?”
Kendril stifled a gasp as he put down the canteen. “Fine.”
“I have some tamaren bark to chew, if you need some—”
“I’m fine.” Kendril stood, weaving a little on his feet. He grabbed a nearby chair for support.
“Easy,” Callen warned. “You have to give your body time to adjust.”
“How bad is it?”
“Pardon?”
Kendril looked the other Ghostwalker squarely in the eyes. “My injuries. How bad are they?”
Callen squirmed uncomfortably. “Not bad. Like I said, there are no infections.”
“That’s not what I mean.” Kendril reached up and carefully pulled off the bandage over his face.
“I wouldn’t do that just yet,” Callen said hurriedly. “There’s still a risk of—”
“Get me a hand mirror,” Kendril ordered. He pulled the rest of the bandage off. “Now.”
Callen hesitated a moment, then grabbed a hand mirror off the table. He handed it to the other Ghostwalker.
Kendril pulled it up to his face, and looked at his reflection.
“I’m sorry, Kendril,” Callen said quietly. “You’re lucky to be alive. But those scars…they won’t heal. You were burned too badly.”
Kendril put the mirror face down on the table. “It doesn’t matter,” he said curtly.
There was an awkward moment of silence.
“Olan’s downstairs,” Callen said. “He wanted to see you.”
 
Kendril could hear raised voices from below as he went down the stairs. The house was big, a veritable country estate. Several servants passed him as he descended. They looked at him with a strange sense of fear and awe.
Kendril ignored them.
“The King can’t do what you’re asking. It’s preposterous.”
Kendril turned the corner into a large room. Olan, Baron Dutraad, and several other nobles in traveling clothes sat around a table. A map of Valmingaard was spread over the surface, lit by candles at either end.
Olan leaned forward. His face was haggard and worn. “With respect, my lord, you must understand that this Despair is already consuming all of Zanthora. You’ve heard the reports from Merewith. There are reports of insurrections there. Outlying towns are being attacked by cultist bands. And there are rumors of uprisings in Kelmar, fires being set in Rella. We can’t simply—”
One of the lords in traveling clothes banged an impatient hand down on the table. “The Despair has been defeated, and Vorten has already paid the price. Yet you are speaking as if the war is still being waged.”
Kendril stepped up to the table. He tried to keep the pain from showing on his scarred face. “That’s because it is,” he said bluntly. He leaned on the end of the table, struggling to keep from gasping. “This is just the opening shot in a war, gentlemen. Vorten was the start of this Despair, not the end. The hammer is still going to fall on Rothland.”
The envoys all rose to their feet. One of them put his hand over his heart and gave his head a slight bow. “It is an honor to make your acquaintance, sir.”
Kendril gave the man a puzzled glance.
Olan looked up gruffly at Kendril. “Good to see you up and about,” he said without much enthusiasm. “When your friends and those gendarmes dragged you out of the sewers we all thought you were dead.”
“I feel fine,” Kendril said defiantly. He looked over the group. “Each of the past Despairs has involved more than just riots and cultist uprisings. There has always been an army that has invaded Rothland, under the sway of the Seteru. We should expect no differently this time. The Seteru failed to open a Void gate here at Vorten. Now they will try again with an army.” He paused, his legs wobbling uncertainly. He gripped the table edge tightly as he tried to steady himself. “We need intelligence, information. The only way to combat this new threat is to unite all the nations of Rothland so that when it comes, we can repel it.”
“That may be a problem,” Dutraad said grimly. “We have just received early reports. The kingdoms of Kalingland and Badera are mobilizing regiments against Valmingaard. We expect them to declare war within days.”
Kendril sank into a chair, genuinely shocked. “What?”
“They blame the current chaos on Valmingaard,” Olan said quietly. “They have accused the court at Varnost of being in league with the dark powers.”
“Which is, of course, ridiculous,” spat the envoy.
“Ridiculous or not,” Dutraad countered, “they mean war against us.”
“The Seteru are turning us against each other,” Kendril muttered. “This is part of their plan. The whole of northern Rothland will be up in arms against one another.” He looked up. “When the hammer does fall, we’ll be divided, weakened.”
“We’re already weakened.” Dutraad leaned back in his chair. “Vorten has been utterly destroyed. The body count is still rising, but it is already in the thousands. Thousands more have been displaced without food or shelter. And the fires are still burning.”
“Not to mention the cultists,” Olan said. “They have been mostly broken, but there is still fighting north and east of the city.”
“In other words,” said Kendril, “Valmingaard is ready to fall.”
There was a deathly silence around the table.
Outside the windows, a red glow came from the fires of Vorten.
 
Kendril walked down the hall. Every step sent pain shooting through his face and arm. It took every ounce of willpower he had to keep his face from flinching.
“They won’t listen to us,” Olan said bitterly. “They’re too wrapped up with the little things to see the big picture.”
“Valmingaard being invaded from east and west is hardly small,” Kendril commented. “They can’t see the threat this Despair really is yet.”
Olan turned a corner of the hall. “Even with Vorten in flames?”
“Especially with Vorten in flames.” Kendril stopped before the house’s doors and faced Olan. “We need information, where the Seteru plan to strike us next.”
Olan shook his head. “I don’t see how.”
“We need to find Bronwyn.” Kendril put his good hand on the door handle. “I’m certain she was deep in the enemy’s counsel. If anyone knows what the Seteru are planning, it’s her.”
“The witch?” Olan glanced out a side window at the smoking ruin of Vorten just on the horizon. “There is little chance she survived that.”
“I did.” Kendril opened the door. Chilly air poured inside.
Olan glanced at Kendril’s burned face. “Barely.”
Kendril paused for a moment. “Madris?”
The other Ghostwalker gave a slow shake of his head. “Sorry Kendril. She was dead even before the Void gate opened.”
Kendril grunted, then stepped out the door.
“Kendril?”
He stopped and looked back at Olan.
“Lieutenant Gradine told me what happened in the sewers. I admit, I didn’t think you could do it. Shoot your friend like that, I mean. I had you pegged for the sentimental type.”
Kendril didn’t respond. He turned and hobbled outside into the falling snow.
There was a crowd of refugees out of the lawn of the estate. Displaced townsfolk, many of them burned and bandaged. Makeshift tents and shacks dotted the area. Fires burned in open pits on the lawn. The wail of babes and the shouting of small children filled the air.
Kendril made it to the bottom of the stairs and began to make his way through the crowd of people.
A murmur rippled through the tents. Some of the refugees stood, staring in Kendril’s direction. Many of them pointed. The rumble of conversation increased.
“Ah, Kendril.” Maklavir appeared to the right, his once-fine clothes bedraggled and stained. “You’re alive. A bit touch and go there, eh?”
Kendril looked over the crowded lawn. “You’re outside here?”
Maklavir shrugged. “Well…yes. Only big-wigs are invited inside the house, I’m afraid. Officers, the King’s envoys, your Ghostwalker friends. I’ve been waiting for you here.”
“With me.” Senna came over, hooking her arm in Maklavir’s. The curly-haired tavern owner smiled. “It’s good to see you again, Kendril.”
“And you.” Kendril gave a half smile. “You made it out of the city in one piece.”
Senna’s smile faltered. “Yes. But only me. I lost everything else. The inn, all the supplies…” She gave a fierce shake of her head. “No matter. I can start over again. I’ve done it before.”
“She rode out on Veritas,” Maklavir said with a grin. He jerked a thumb back towards his white stallion, who was leashed by a tent. “Isn’t that grand?”
Senna shrugged. “He was the fasted horse in the stable.”
Kendril looked over the crowd of people uneasily. Many were blatantly staring at him now. He pulled his hood self-consciously over his burned face. “I…don’t suppose you managed to…?” Kendril looked away nervously. “Simon?”
Senna looked at the Ghostwalker questioningly.
“His mule,” Maklavir explained quietly.
The woman closed her eyes and nodded slowly. “Of course. I’m sorry, Kendril. The fire was coming our way…I let the animals out, but…”
Kendril gave a quick nod. “He was always a stupid beast anyways. Probably ran towards the fire.”
Maklavir turned his head towards the distant outline of Vorten. “Hard to believe, isn’t it? All those people dead. So much destroyed. The Great Library, the Bathhouse, the Ice Gardens…” His voice trailed off.
“Maklavir?” Kendril lowered his voice. “How’s…Kara?”
The diplomat’s face darkened. “Not good. Joseph’s been taking care of her, but…”
Kendril tried not to wince as the cold snow fluttered against the raw side of his face. “But?”
Maklavir crossed his arms. “You shot her in the heart, Kendril. She should be dead. But she’s not. She’s in a coma of some kind. I don’t understand more than that.”
Kendril nodded. “Where is she?”
“Kendril…”
“Where is she?” the Ghostwalker repeated.
Maklavir sighed. “I’ll take you to her. But you should know, Kendril, about Joseph…”
“What about him?”
“He’s…” Maklavir paused, choosing his words carefully. “He’s taking it hard.”
“Just take me to them,” Kendril snapped.
 
“It’s the farmhouse up there, to the right.” Maklavir pointed down the white country lane.
The farms and fields outside the city were covered in frost and snow. More refugees from the city were camped out in barns and along the road. As Kendril and Maklavir passed by they all rose to their feet, staring at the Ghostwalker.
“What’s their problem?” Kendril grumbled. He looked behind him. A crowd of people from the estate were following them. “You’d think they never saw a burned face before.”
Maklavir adjusted his cap against the falling snow. “They’ve come to see you, Kendril.”
Kendril scowled. “Me? Whatever for?”
“You’re the Demonbane,” Maklavir responded evenly.
Kendril stared at him. “The what?”
“The Demonbane,” the diplomat repeated. “The man who closed the Void gate and slew the goddess.” He smirked. “Some of Gradine’s men talked.”
Kendril gave the gawking crowds an irritated glance. “That’s ridiculous. I didn’t do anything special. Just what needed to be done.”
“Apparently they don’t agree.” Maklavir brushed some snow off his shoulder. “Word is that you’re a hero.”
Kendril grimaced. “That’s all I need.”
Maklavir put a hand on Kendril’s arm, stopping him. “These people need a hero, Kendril,” he said in a low voice. “They need a champion, someone to believe in, someone to rally them. They need hope. Don’t take that away from them.”
“Thanks for the advice,” the Ghostwalker said sarcastically.
Maklavir sighed and glanced at Kendril’s face. “It…looks painful.”
Kendril pulled away. “Can’t even feel it.” He stepped up to the farmhouse door. “You coming?”
Maklavir leaned up against a fencepost. “I’ll wait here.”
Kendril pushed his way inside without knocking. 
The house was crowded. Injured, burned, and wounded people covered the floor. The air stank of blood and body waste.
Kendril crinkled his nose, and ghosted past the moaning people that lay on all sides. He headed down a corridor. Behind him he heard the whispered word “Demonbane.”
Halfway down the hallway he saw her.
Kara lay on a torn mattress in one of the side rooms. Her face was pale, almost white, her eyes closed. She lay on her back, her chest barely moving as she breathed.
She looked dead.
Kendril tried to step forward, but found he couldn’t. He could only stare at Kara’s almost lifeless form.
“She looks almost peaceful, doesn’t she? Like she’s sleeping.”
Kendril turned.
Joseph stood just behind him. He looked terrible, his eyes bloodshot and his face worn.
“Joseph—”
“The bullet you fired at her destroyed the Soulbinder,” Joseph continued, his voice almost montone, “but it also penetrated into her chest. I managed to extract the pistol ball, but shards of the Soulbinder itself got into the wound, too. At least a couple were too deep to dig out.” He looked over at Kendril. “Frankly, I don’t know why she’s not dead. I don’t know if she’ll ever wake up.”
“I’m sorry,” said Kendril. His voice sounded strange in his ears.
“Sorry?” Joseph’s eyes turned on him. “That’s all you have to say? Sorry?”
Kendril opened his mouth. Nothing came out.
“I told you not to shoot.” Joseph’s hand clenched at his side. “I begged you not to.”
“She was killing you, Joseph.” Kendril glanced uneasily down at Kara. “What was I supposed to do? Watch you die?”
“Yes.” Joseph took a deep breath. “I trusted you, Kendril. You promised me you’d protect Kara.”
“That wasn’t Kara, it was Indigoru.” Kendril felt desperate to escape the conversation.
“I heard Kara. She was alive. If we could somehow have gotten the Soulbinder off her, maybe tried to reason—”
“Reason?” Kendril felt a flash of anger himself. “Every minute Indigoru was in Kara’s body she was growing more powerful. You saw it. It was only a matter of time before she would have been nearly unstoppable, just like before. It was the only way, Joseph. You have to know that.”
“What I know,” said Joseph, “is that you killed the woman I loved.”
Kendril swallowed. “She’s not dead.”
“She’s not alive, either.” Joseph stared at Kendril with hollow eyes. “Olan told me once that you didn’t care about anyone but yourself, that you had no friends. I didn’t believe him. I didn’t want to believe him. But now—” He stopped.
“Joseph—” Kendril tried to keep his voice down.
“I think you should go,” Joseph said.
For a long moment there was silence.
Then, slowly, Kendril turned for the door.
 
The snow was still falling as Kendril stepped outside. In the east, the smoke was still rising over Vorten.
“Give him time,” said Maklavir. “He’s just trying to process…to deal with…”
Kendril looked dejectedly out towards the city. “This is all my fault.”
Maklavir straightened. “Is that what Joseph told you?”
“Does it matter?”
“Look, Kendril,” Maklavir said softly. “What you did…it needed to be done. I couldn’t have done it, and Eru knows Joseph never would have. You did the right thing, Kendril.”
Kendril cocked his head towards Maklavir. “You can say that? Even though I shot her? The woman you’re in love with?”
The diplomat blushed bright red. “What—? I don’t think—” He took a deep breath, then looked up at Kendril. “How did you know?”
Kendril put a hand on a nearby fencepost. “Because…because I love her too.”
Maklavir’s eues widened “Really?”
Kendril rolled his eyes. “No, not really. What on Zanthora is wrong with both of you? This is why we never should have let Kara come along with us.”
“If I remember correctly,” Maklavir said, “you were the one who wanted her to come along in the first place.”
“Well, that’s turned out well for everyone, hasn’t it?” Kendril turned towards the lane.
“Where are you going?” Maklavir called out.
“Away,” Kendril muttered.
 
Night had fallen as Kendril moved along the road. Behind him to the west there was a faint red glow from Vorten.
The fire. It was almost burned out.
He moved slowly, shambling, leaning heavily on a broken branch he had found. His breathing became more labored until he finally stopped and sank down onto a rock by the side of the road.
Pathetic. At this rate it would take him forever to travel even a few miles.
He reached a hand up to his face, and carefully brushed his fingers over his burns.
Sharp stabs of pain met his feather-light touch.
Kendril winced and dropped his hand. 
Something moved on the road behind him. A large shape, shadowy and lumbering.
Kendril instantly reached for a pistol.
There was a loud snort.
Kendril hesitated. He tilted his head. “Simon?”
The beast came towards him, his tail swishing happily. 
Kendril smiled, then winced from the pain. “Great Eru, you’re alive? I thought for sure you burned in Vorten.”
The mule came up to him and snuffled his face happily.
“Easy, easy,” Kendril gasped. He pulled his head away from the animal’s raspy snout. “My face isn’t what it used to be, pal.”
The animal whined understandingly. He chewed playfully on Kendril’s hair.
“Stop it,” Kendril said. He pushed Simon away. “You’re worse than a bloodhound, you know that? I can lose everyone but you, apparently.”
The beast whined.
Kendril sighed. “It’s good to see you, boy.” He patted the mule’s head. “It’s just us this time. We’re going east.”
Simon brayed.
“Bronwyn,” Kendril replied. “We’re going to find her.”
The mule snorted.
“Don’t start with me,” Kendril said. “Olan said the same thing. We’ve still got to try.”
Simon lifted his head and looked down the road. He flexed his nostrils and swished his tail again.
“I don’t know,” Kendril admitted. “It’s just a guess. We have to go some direction, don’t we?” He paused and looked down at the ground. “Assuming Bronwyn is even still alive.”
Simon gave a plaintive whine. He nudged Kendril.
“That’s why I like you,” Kendril said. “You’re always so optimistic.” He climbed to his feet, holding on to Simon. “I might lean on you for a little if that’s okay, boy. Truth is, I’m in a lot of pain.”
The mule began to walk slowly down the road. 
Kendril leaned on his back.
Above, the snow began to drift down in slow white flecks.
 
The coach rolled to a stop on the muddy road, next to a large stone inn. Two passengers disembarked, covering their heads against the driving rain. A wooden sign by the road read Rella 10 Miles.
The driver got down off the driving plank as the horses were changed. He pulled up his waterproof poncho against the rain, then stepped over to the door of the coach. He sneezed, muttered a curse, then pulled open the door.
There was a single passenger left inside. A young woman, draped in dark cloak with a hood over her face.
“You going all the way to Rella?” the coachman asked.
The woman nodded.
“Bit of chaos in the city,” the man warned. “There’s been some fighting there. Cults rising or some such. If you wait here there might be a coach coming this way tomorrow, take you south instead.”
The woman turned her head towards the coachman. “That won’t be necessary.”
Even in the shadow of her hood, the coachman could see that her face was strikingly beautiful. Dark hair, honey-amber eyes. 
“So…” the coachman glanced back at the horses. “You come from Vorten-way? I heard there’s a big fire in the city. Talk of war in the air.”
The woman was silent. She turned her head away.
“Is it true?” the coachman persisted. “Is Vorten burning?”
“Believe me,” she said quietly, “very soon all of Rothland will be burning.” She turned her face back to him. “Now drive.”
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Chapter 1
 
 “I won’t go back on that ship, not for love nor money,” Marley wheezed. He picked up the small glass of whiskey that lay on the counter and examined it carefully. “It’s cursed I tell you, cursed by the Deceiver himself.”
There was a smattering of chortles and chuckles from across the smoke-filled tavern.
“It’s true!” Marley shouted over his shoulder, to no one in particular. He turned his philosophical gaze back to the amber liquid in his hand. “I heard it, I did. Shrieked every night, a sound that would turn your guts to ice. I heard it right through the deck, as if it was standing aside me in the dark. There’s something, something down in the hold of that ship—” He paused long enough to down the shot of whiskey, then smacked the empty glass next to seven others on the wooden surface.
“Get home, you old drunk!” someone called from the back of the dimly-lit tavern.
There were matching shouts and jeers from around the common room.
“You’re all fools!” Marley hurled back towards them. “It’s out there, right now, floating in the harbor—” He shuddered and ran a hand through his unkempt white hair. “I ain’t going back on that ship again,” he said, almost in a whisper, “not for a king’s ransom. I won’t…I can’t—”
“I’d give you a king’s ransom if you’d just shut your trap for five minutes,” said an old sailor by the fire.
There was a burst of laughter from the assembled folk in the tavern, as well as some scattered applause.
Marley buried his head in his hands, whimpering softly to himself. “I can’t…” he repeated numbly. “I can’t—”
“Was it a big, scary beast, grandpa?” someone shouted. “With fangs?”
“Might be my mother-in-law by the sound of it,” a merchant by the window quipped.
“Bartender,” Marley said, his head still in his hands, “leave the bottle.”
The bartender stepped up, holding a bottle of whiskey. He gave Marley a questioning glance. “Ain’t you think you’ve had enough for one night, sailor?”
Marley grimaced. He leaned back on his stool, fishing in his pocket. The movement caused him to sway violently, and he grabbed the edge of the bar to steady himself. He managed to slap down a half sovereign on the counter. 
“I’m good for it,” he snapped. “Now leave the bottle and Regnuthu take your hide.”
The bartender lifted an eyebrow, then shrugged and put the half-empty bottle next to the old sailor. 
Marley took the bottle in a trembling hand, trying to hold it steady long enough to pour into one of the glasses. “It was horrible,” he muttered, half to himself. “Horrible—”
“Like your breath, no doubt,” another jocular soul at a nearby table ventured.
Marley shook his head. Whiskey splashed onto the counter, missing the glass entirely.
“Hey now,” the bartender called from the door to the back room. “You’re going to clean that up, you old salt—”
A firm hand grabbed the bottle, tipped it neatly forward and poured about two fingers worth of whiskey into the glass.
Marley looked up, blinking to focus his gaze.
A man stood beside him, clothed in a black, travel-stained cloak. A hood covered his head and shadowed his face, despite the muggy heat of the common room. He set the bottle back down on the counter next to Marley, then took the stool beside him. 
“Tell me about this thing in your ship,” the stranger said. His voice was firm and low.
Presented with an unexpectedly willing audience, Marley felt his tongue go numb. He stammered for a second, struggling to find words through the fog that covered his brain.
The stranger took the glass of whiskey and handed it over to him. “Try this.”
Marley took it gratefully and downed it in one go. The welcome liquid burned all the way down to the pit of his stomach.
Behind them the assembled group in the common room began to lose interest. They turned back to their card games, raucous stories, and drinking.
Marley stared at the stranger beside him. “Why do you want to know?” he slurred, suddenly suspicious.
The other man shrugged. “I’m a sucker for a good ghost story.”
Marley slammed his hand down on the counter, causing some of the glasses to jingle. A few heads turned in his direction. “It ain’t no ghost story,” he insisted through his teeth. “That…creature’s as real as you or me. And like nothing else in Zanthora.”
The stranger eyed him carefully. “You saw it?”
The heads that had turned towards them slowly returned to their own business.
Marley paused. “No,” he admitted. “But I heard it. We all did. It’s down there, in the hold of the ship. The captain won’t let any of the crew down there, none but the passengers—”
The stranger leaned forward. “Passengers?”
Marley nodded. He blinked and grabbed for purchase on the bar again. “They’re the ones that brought the demon on board. We picked them up at Cayman, after I signed on. Friends of the captain, or some sort. They had the cage then, covered over so you couldn’t see inside. We loaded at night and took off at morning tide—”
“How many passengers?”
Marley looked over at the man. He saw the dull glint of a sword hilt underneath his black cloak. “Who are you, anyways?”
A faint smile appeared in the shadow underneath the stranger’s hood. “Name’s Kendril.”
“Marley. You should be careful, Mr. Kendril. A lot of folk around here see a black cloak like that, they figure you’re a Ghostwalker.”
Kendril nodded. “I get that a lot. Now how many passengers are there?”
Marley thought for a moment. “Three. They’re all still on board, far as I know. The crew all got shore leave once we pulled into the harbor. Most couldn’t wait to get off. The smell—”
Kendril waited patiently.
Marley rubbed his cheek. “The smell is horrible. Like rotting meat. Every time you go below decks, it’s in your nostrils, clings to your hair and clothes—” He moaned and shook his head again. “I ain’t getting back on that ship, Mr. Kendril—”
“Focus,” Kendril said sharply. “What do the passengers look like?”
Marley reached for the bottle again.
Kendril put one hand on the bottle and pushed it out of reach. “The passengers, Marley. What do they look like? Anything strange on them? Clothes, jewelry—”
“Jewelry…” Marley murmured, as if a thought was penetrating his alcohol-induced haze. “Yes. A pendant. One of the passengers wears a pendant around his neck. It’s gold, twisted into the shape of a serpent. A serpent with wings—”
“A woman,” Kendril said quickly. “Is there a woman with them? Beautiful, pale skin and black hair? Eyes the color of amber?”
Marley paused for a moment, thinking. “Yes,” he said slowly. “Yes, there is a woman just like that, now that you mention it.”
Kendril’s hand tightened on the bottle.
“Cookie!” came a booming voice from near the inn’s doorway. “You’ve been drinking again, you blighter.”
Marley turned on his stool. The color drained from his face.
Two burly men stood by the door, their jackets and felt hats soaked by the rain that was pounding hard against the door and windows of the taverns. The door swung closed behind them.
Kendril half-turned from the bar.
“I—I ain’t going back to that ship—” Marley whimpered. “Not—not—”
“Come on, cookie,” said one of the men, a tall sailor with a red beard and a white scar down one cheek. He strode forward, one hand on a wooden club looped into his belt. “Let’s get you back to your hammock, now, and you can sleep it off.”
Marley shrank back against the wooden bar. “No, I told you, I won’t—”
“Clear him out!” someone jeered from the back of the room. 
The sailor stepped closer. He began to draw the club. “Shore leave’s over, Marl—”
Kendril shot up from his seat and swung the bottle of whiskey forward like a hammer.
It exploded against the red-bearded sailor’s head in a cloud of glass and golden mist.
With a garbled cry the man tripped back and fell onto a table where three other men were sitting.
The table broke, sending beer mugs and cards in all directions. There were several shouts and oaths as the men leapt away from the falling sailor.
Marley fell off his stool in drunken surprise, one hand still clutching the counter.
The second sailor by the door took a step forward. One hand jerked towards a pistol that was tucked into the waistband of his pants.
Kendril was faster. His right hand flashed up with a flintlock pistol.
The second sailor drew his own gun and lifted it.
Kendril’s gun roared.
The bullet punched into the sailor’s chest. He crashed back against the door of the tavern and fell heavily to the ground. A smear of red marked the path of his body.
The common room erupted into a panicked mass of screaming, shouting, and rushing bodies.
Marley staggered to his feet in blind, unreasoning panic. Someone slammed into him, and he spun back into the bar. The edge of the counter caught him hard in the stomach.
The first sailor got to his feet, blood running from several shallow cuts on his face. He raised his club and rushed at Kendril.
The black-cloaked man stepped back and elbowed a fleeing customer out of his way in the process. In one swift motion he drew a short sword, the smoking pistol still held in his other hand.
The sailor brought the club down towards Kendril’s cowled head.
Marley raced for the door. He heard a scream from behind him, then several shouts. He was buffeted back and forth by the exodus of sweaty bodies before he finally felt the slap of cold air on his face.
Off-balance, Marley stumbled and hit the slimy planks of the wharf. Rain pounded down on his head and shoulders.
Someone flew out of the front window of the waterside tavern. Glass exploded in all directions.
Marley tried to get to his feet, but collapsed again as the world spun around him.
A fleeing customer tripped into him with a curse, then ran off into the darkness.
Somewhere a whistle screeched.
Marley got to his feet with the help of a nearby barrel, and ran. 
He didn’t know where he was going. He didn’t care. The rain slashed into his feet, tore the breath and warmth from him. He tripped, staggered, and stumbled down alleyways and docks, around crates and past moored ships.
In the distance he could hear the diminishing sounds of the fight at the bar, lost behind numerous dockside warehouses and shipping offices.
He stopped for breath, panting long gasping heaves of air in the driving rain. 
That ship was cursed. He was cursed. There was no way he could go back now. He would run, hide here in New Marlin for a while, then find a job on some outbound ship, some—
A hand grabbed him suddenly by the shoulder and slammed him hard into the side of a large crate.
“I’m not done with you,” Kendril snarled. Rain dripped from the rim of his hood.
“Oh Eru,” Marley sobbed, holding his hands in front of his face. “Don’t kill me. Please Eru don’t kill me, I—”
“Believe me, if I wanted to kill you, you’d already be dead,” Kendril said. He loosened his grip, but still kept his gloved hand firmly on Marley’s shoulder. “Your ship. What’s the name?”
Marley blinked. Rain streamed down his face. “The—the Justine,” he managed. He turned his head, staring wildly at Kendril’s darkened face. This close he could suddenly see the twisted burns that covered half the man’s face. Terror seized Marley’s heart like an iron fist. It couldn’t be. He had heard rumors, whispered stories from the disaster of Vorten, but he had only half-believed them. He swallowed. “You…you’re a Ghostwalker, ain’t you? The Ghostwalker.”
Kendril gave a wicked smile. “You’re sharp, Marley. Now where’s the ship?”
Marley felt himself sobering quickly. “It’s…it’s in the harbor. Out there.” He gesticulated desperately with one of his hands towards the water.
Kendril scowled. “There’s a score of ships out there. Which one?”
Another whistle sounded somewhere in the distance. There was a faint shout.
Marley looked at the Ghostwalker. “They’re hunting for you.”
“Let them try.” Kendril looked out towards the harbor. “We have more important things to do.”
The old sailor felt his stomach ball up. “What—what do you mean?”
Kendril leaned in close, and clapped a hand on Marley’s other shoulder. “I can’t find that ship in the dark, and it may be gone by morning.” He smiled. “So you’re going to help me.”
Marley opened his mouth to respond, but no words came out.
The sound of tramping feet came echoing down the pier, followed by another shout.
“Let’s go,” Kendril said.
 
Rain hissed down from the dark sky, rippling in thousands of tiny impacts as it struck the water of the bay. The looming black shapes of anchored ships drifted by on each side of the dinghy as it cut through the water.
Kendril sat in the back of the small boat, his eyes scanning the harbor. He kept one hand on the handle of a pistol tucked beneath his cloak. 
Marley breathed hard, pulling on the oars in steady, powerful strokes. Despite the rain and cold breeze, he was sweating from the effort.
The mournful cry of the harbor buoy bell floated over the water. 
“What are you going to do?” Marley asked.
Kendril didn’t respond. He glanced back behind them. The dimly lit silhouette of the city loomed above the drifting masses of docked and anchored ships.
“You’re…him, aren’t you? The Demonbane,” Marley said between pulls. “I’ve heard stories about you. Are they true?”
Kendril glanced to one side. “I guess that depends on what you’ve heard.” 
Somewhere off in the rain-shrouded night a sailor begin singing an old sea chanty. His voice was badly out of tune.
“You—you’re going to kill them? Kill…that thing?” Marley asked.
Kendril wiped the rain from his face. “Keep your voice down.”
“There’s just one of you.” Marley let the boat drift for a second and rubbed the rain out of his own eyes. “You can’t take the whole ship by yourself.”
“Just row,” Kendril said irritably. He looked out across the moon-lit water of the harbor, scanning one ship after another. Most were dark and lifeless.
“What do you care, anyways?” Marley asked between pulls on the oar. “Why—?”
“How many men are onboard?” Kendril asked abruptly.
Marley shook his head. Despite the amount of alcohol he had consumed that evening, the increasing danger was sobering him quickly. “I don’t know. A dozen, perhaps? Then there’s the first mate, a nasty fellow he is—”
“The rest of the crew? Are they new hands like you, or like the two we met back at the tavern?”
The old sailor hesitated for a moment in thought. “They’re a tight bunch. I joined on at Cayman. The captain needed a decent cook. I guess the last one fell overboard during a storm—”
“They’re in on it, then.” Kendril drew one of his short swords and checked the blade. It glistened softly in the wavering moonlight. “Arms?”
Marley shrugged. “The Justine’s a cargo ship, not a man o’war. There’s about half a dozen muskets kept locked in the powder room, along with a dozen or so pistols.  One cannon, mounted on the fore deck. A six-pounder.”
Kendril replaced his blade. “Swivel-mounted?”
Marley gave a short nod. “Aye. Just a pop-gun, really.”
The Ghostwalker raised an eyebrow. “Still enough to blow a dinghy out of the water.”
The old sailor swallowed and said nothing.
Kendril lifted his eyes to the yellow moon above them. Its pale light fell on the harbor, glittering and reflecting off the rippling water. There was no way they would approach the Justine unobserved, not if anyone on the deck was keeping a lookout.
“There she is, sir,” Marley breathed. He nodded over his shoulder towards the darkened shape of a ship towards the edge of the harbor, anchored near the breakwater.
Kendril sat up in the dinghy, looking with interest. The cargo ship was large, a three-master. There were no lights aboard her. Kendril thought he could make out movement on the deck.
“I don’t want to go on that ship again,” Marley began, his voice starting to quaver. “I already told you, sir, what’s down below—”
“What’s down below isn’t why I’m boarding her,” Kendril said tersely. “When we pull up alongside her I want you to go up first.”
Marley stared at his companion in horror. “Me? But I thought—”
“Hush,” Kendril hissed. He put one hand on the hilt of his pistol as they neared the ship.
A face looked over the side. “Who goes there?” a voice called.
Kendril glared at Marley from under his raised hood.
The old sailor took a deep breath, then called back. “Ahoy! It’s just me, old Marley.”
There was a pause. “And who’s that with you, then?”
Marley froze. He looked over at Kendril for inspiration.
Kendril tightened his grip on the pistol and half-drew it from his belt. 
“Stefan,” Marley said at last. “It’s Stefan. Drank like a fish, he did. I’m bringing him back on board to sleep it off.”
There was a grunt of acknowledgement. The face disappeared.
Kendril looked at Marley questioningly.
The old sailor brought in the oars. “You shot Stefan,” he said in a low voice.
The dinghy bumped against the side of the ship, rocking up and down under the gentle swells of the harbor.
“Go,” Kendril whispered.
Marley closed his eyes, breathed a whispered prayer, then grabbed the rope ladder. He clambered up onto the deck.
“Thought you’d stay out longer for shore leave,” the sailor chuckled as Marley climbed over the railing. “Rumor is we’re leaving on the morning tide, and—” He turned as Kendril climbed on board, and his eyes grew wide. “Hey, you’re not—”
Kendril leapt forward before both his feet were even on the deck and drew his sword.
The sailor reached for a cutlass at his belt, his hand frantically grasping for the handle.
Kendril smashed the hilt of his short sword into the man’s face. 
Without a sound the sailor crumpled to the deck boards and lay still.
Across the deck another sailor turned, then ran for the hatch that led below.
Kendril spun. A knife flashed in his free hand, glinting in the soft moonlight. A half-second later it blurred through the air.
The second sailor gave a strangled gasp and collapsed to the deck a few paces short of the hatchway. The knife protruded from his back.
Marley gave a stifled cry and dashed for the rope ladder. 
Kendril intercepted him and smashed the cook hard against the ship’s railing. 
“You’re crazy,” Marley gasped, “I won’t—”
Kendril clamped a gloved hand over the cook’s mouth. “That dinghy’s the only way back to shore short of a long, cold swim, and I’m not letting you take it. Now take me to the woman, or I’ll gag you and tie you to the mast.”
“I won’t—“ Marley blubbered. “I—I can’t—”
“Hey!” came a shout from behind them.
Kendril and Marley both snapped their heads around.
A sailor was standing by the open hatch, staring at his two fallen crewmates in horror. His eyes fastened on Kendril for a moment, then he swung back to the hatchway. “Intruders!” he yelled. “We’ve been boarded!”
“Talin’s ashes,” Kendril cursed. He released Marley, stepped back and whipped out a flintlock pistol from underneath his cloak.
The sailor stepped forward. He put his hand on the hilt of a long knife tucked into his belt.
Kendril’s pistol banged out through the driving rain, lighting the deck in a flash of orange fire.
With a cry the sailor lurched back through the open hatch.
Marley leapt up and dove for the rope ladder again.
Kendril glanced over at the fleeing cook. He holstered his pistol and drew another short sword. “Marley!”
The cook disappeared over the side.
Kendril turned back to face the hatchway. “Perfect,” he mumbled.
Two men erupted from the hatchway, cutlasses in their hands. From somewhere below a whistle blew.
Kendril charged. He swiped his swords in short, precise attacks at the oncoming men.
The sailors fell back before the aggressive attack. Steel clanked against steel as they fought and parried against the black-cloaked man.
One of the sailors gave a sudden cry and dropped his weapon. His arm gushed red blood from a severe gash. He fell back over a pile of tackle on the deck.
Another crewman dashed out from the open hatchway, fumbling with a short-barreled musket.
Kendril swung his swords around and cut down the second sailor he had been fighting.
The man fell to the deck, a red stain forming beneath his unmoving body.
Two more sailors bundled out. They both hesitated as they saw the number of fallen men on the deck.
The crewman with the musket cursed as he tried to use the obviously unfamiliar weapon. He struggled desperately with the firing mechanism.
Kendril turned back. He swiftly stuck the tip of one of his short swords straight down into the planks of the deck, where it stood hilt-up. He yanked out another flintlock with his free hand, and thumbed back the lock.
The sailor raised the musket in panic. 
The other two crewmen with the cutlasses actually backed away.
Kendril pulled the trigger. The gun in his hand sparked and roared.
The man with the musket jerked back, his body twisting unnaturally like a ragdoll. He fell over the railing into the water below.
Kendril allowed himself a triumphant smirk. He put away the smoking pistol and took up the second sword again.
There was a wooden thump from behind him.
Kendril turned his head slightly.
The fore hatch of the cargo ship had been opened. A huge man, dressed in a dark robe and with a black turban wrapped around his head, climbed easily out. He stood to his full, tremendous height, then flashed his white teeth at Kendril in a smile.
“Take him alive, Abid,” came a thin voice from in front of Kendril.
Kendril turned his head back.
A man stood idly by the first aft hatchway, his hands folded placidly in front of him. He wore a dark red robe with a hood that overshadowed his face. Around his neck dangled a golden ornament.
A serpent with wings.
The two sailors cringed back, reluctant to move forward. 
Kendril ignored both of them, and whirled to face the gigantic man behind him.
Abid shook his left hand and a coiled rope of some kind fell loose from his grip. His other hand lifted a massive scimitar which gleamed menacingly in the pale moonlight. He smiled again at Kendril.
From below decks came the sound of more shouting. Undoubtedly more crewmen were on their way.
There was no time to reload the pistols. It would have to be sword work.
Kendril threw himself forward.
Abid snapped his hand forward and swung from the shoulder. 
There was an ear-splitting crack, and the sword in Kendril’s hand was struck a violent blow. It flew out of his hand and skittered across the deck and out of sight. 
A whip. Abid had a whip.
Kendril rocked back on his feet, recovering from his initial shock. His hand and wrist stung from the blow. Behind him he heard the tramp of approaching feet.
Abid’s smile broadened, almost apologetic.
Kendril lurched forward with a snarl. He swung back his second sword to strike.
The imposing man swung the whip forward again, as quick as a stroke of lightning.
This time the lash caught Kendril around the leg. He felt blistering pain as it snapped around his ankle and calf.
Abid yanked the whip back.
Kendril’s ensnared leg flew out from under him. 
He hit the deck hard. Blood spurted from his nose. He still had a grip on his sword, determined not to lose his last weapon. Kendril rolled over to his side and kicked the whip off his leg.
A heavy footfall sounded behind him.
Kendril turned, half-rising. 
An emboldened sailor was almost on top of him, a cutlass held in his sweaty hand.
Kendril lunged forward. He swiped his sword at the sailor’s knees.
The man dodged back with a frightened yelp.
Kendril tried to right himself, still off-balance from his impromptu attack. 
“Alive,” reminded the man in the red cloak.
Kendril felt a warning bell go off in his head. He jerked his head back around.
As silently as a cat, Abid had come up just behind him. He was still smiling.
Breathing hard, Kendril jumped to his feet and turned to attack. He already knew he couldn’t make it.
With a blow like a falling hammer, the hilt of Abid’s scimitar smashed into Kendril’s face.
The world flashed to white, swirled into purple, then went black.
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