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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.
 



Chapter 2
 
The house was on fire, the smoke churning up in a black pillar into the gray sky above. 
A woman stood out in the field nearby, weeping hysterically. She huddled a squawking  infant to her. Another small boy clutched at her leg.
The sound of breaking glass and crashing furniture came from just outside the house. Hens clucked angrily as they ran about the yard, trying to avoid the soldiers who raced around after them.
There were at least a dozen men, Joseph figured. Cavalry troopers, all armed with pistols and swords. The sergeant in command didn’t seem too concerned about keeping any kind of order amongst the men. They were ransacking the house and the whole yard, carrying off food, clothing, and valuables.
It was like that in war. Enter a foreign country, and even the most genteel of men could become an animal. These men were probably starving, and tired of long cold months of fighting here in Valmingaard. 
Joseph shifted position, his hand on the stock of his wheel-lock carbine. Not that the weapon would do him much good, if it came down to a fight. He was a terrible mark as it was with a firearm, and he only had one shot. 
Those troopers would ride him down in a heartbeat if they realized he was here.
The woman was still weeping. The little boy wasn’t crying. He just stared in awe as the foreign soldiers ransacked his family home.
The sergeant shouted something to the troopers. It seemed half-hearted at best. A rebuke? More orders?
Joseph peered over the edge of the embankment he was lying on. His wide-brimmed hat was pulled down against the constant drizzle. 
The woman was young, and comely. Joseph couldn’t see any sign of a husband. 
He could only hope the soldiers hadn’t killed him. 
The troopers were Kalinglanders. Joseph could tell by their lack of uniform, the sorry nags they rode, and the round fur hats each of them wore. 
One of them came around the corner of the burning house, and glanced in Joseph’s direction.
Joseph ducked, his breath wisping out white in the chill air. After a long second he risked a glance over the rise again. 
There was no change, no shout of alarm or cry of surprise. 
In the middle of the lawn the soldiers were busy breaking apart a chest of drawers. 
The woman was wailing continually. 
Joseph wished she would just still her tongue. What did she think she would accomplish? He hoped with all his heart that the Kalinglanders weren’t intending to turn on her next.
If he had still been a praying man, he might have murmured something to Eru on her behalf.
Joseph glanced back behind him at the woods beside the road. There, just inside the dripping leaves and wet trees was Joseph's horse, just out of sight of the farmhouse. 
If they turned on the woman, what would he do? What could he do? One man against a dozen was suicidal odds. Kendril might have tried it perhaps, but—
Joseph gave his head a violent shake. He didn’t want to think about Kendril right now. 
He couldn’t take on all the troopers by himself. The thought was ludicrous. 
But he couldn’t just sit and watch, either. 
The woman kept crying.
One of the Kalinglanders shouted something at her. 
Listen, Joseph urged her silently. Shut your mouth. Don’t provoke them.
He kept staring at the woman. From here, in the dim light, her hair had a reddish color to it, almost like, like—
Kara.
The pain stabbed back again, right in the middle of his chest.
Joseph set his face. Rain dripped from the brim of his hat.
He wouldn’t go there. He couldn’t go there.
And he couldn’t stay here any longer. There was no reason to. He had made contact with the enemy. Time to get back to Baron Dutraad’s camp, and provide the information he had been sent to retrieve.
A squad of Kalinglander cavalry, two miles east from Tuliv’s Crossing.
That meant the whole bloody Kalinglander army couldn’t be far behind.
Joseph stole back down the slight slope, his greatcoat and trousers soaked through from the rain. At least here he was a little protected from the constant wind. He shivered anyway.
And this was spring in Valmingaard. Joseph had already seen enough of the winter to last a lifetime. Hard to believe that Maklavir called this place home.
He crept back up the slope towards the woods, rubbing rain out of his eyes as he went. 
There was a shrill scream from behind him.
Joseph didn’t look back. 
The war had been going on for months now. Kalinglanders to the west, Baderans to the east. Valmingaard was locked into a conflict on both fronts by two enemy nations. Both countries still blamed the King of Valmingaard for the rise of the pagan cults across Rothland in what had become the Fourth Despair.
And in truth, Joseph had difficulty finding fault with the assessment. After all, the beautiful city of Vorten had been destroyed by the rise of pagan cults and an outpouring of demonic creatures that hadn’t been seen in Zanthora since the times of legend. 
Joseph slunk into the tree line. 
His horse was still tied up where he had left her. She waited faithfully and quietly.
The pathfinder crept up and untied her. He patted the beast gently on the flank.
The horse whinnied softly. 
“Come on, girl,” he said as he shoved the carbine back into its scabbard. He hoisted himself up into the saddle, and turned the horse back towards the road.
It was a good seven-hour ride back to Dutraad’s camp. Joseph would lose daylight in about four. That left three in the dark, never a fun prospect. 
The sooner he got started, the better. 
Joseph rode out into the dirt road, just out of sight of the farm behind him. 
The woman screamed again.
Joseph turned his face away to the east and kicked the horse into a steady trot. 
He clopped steadily down the muddy road and turned a bend.
Two riders appeared through the falling rain just ahead. Both wore round fur hats and were armed with swords and sabers.
Joseph pulled up his horse with a start. 
Kalinglanders.
“Hold up!” one shouted. He pulled out a pistol and waved it in the air. “Stay where you are!”
Joseph took a long breath and exhaled through his mouth. 
Thirty yards. Maybe forty.
The riders started towards him.
Joseph pulled out the carbine. 
He brought the firearm up to his shoulder, clicking back the wheel lock into the ready position. The weapon was a Valmingaard design, not one he was familiar with. He had only fired a rifle about a half-dozen times in his life before.
In truth, he didn’t even think he could reload the blasted thing. 
The two Kalinglanders saw the lowered carbine and hesitated.
For a moment Joseph thought they might turn and run. 
The first rider lowered his pistol and kicked his horse forward. 
The second rider galloped forward as well. He reached for his pistol.
Joseph took what seemed like a long second and lined up his shot, sighting down the barrel of the carbine with deliberate care.
The first rider’s pistol banged out into the cold air.
The musket ball whizzed close by Joseph like an angry hornet buzzing through the air. 
Not even close. Thirty yards was a reach for a pistol at any rate. 
Joseph breathed out, trying to keep the blasted carbine steady. 
The riders came closer. The first reached for another pistol.
Joseph pulled the trigger on the carbine. 
The weapon flashed and then barked out. 
The first rider tumbled from the saddle and crashed into a muddy puddle on the road.
Joseph stuck his smoking carbine back into its scabbard. 
The second rider gave a shrill yell and lifted a pistol.
Joseph drew his rapier. He kicked his horse forward. 
Mud sprayed from galloping hooves as the two riders rushed forwards towards one another.
The Kalinglander pointed his pistol straight at Joseph.
Joseph extended his sword arm straight out. 
The Kalinglander was going to wait until the last second and fire at point-blank range, when he couldn’t possibly miss. 
And that was mere seconds away.
The Kalinglander screamed again, some kind of keening war cry.
Joseph reached down towards the top of his boot with his free hand. 
The Kalinglander grinned ferociously through his bushy mustache. He thumbed back the lock on the pistol, and aimed it at Joseph’s face. 
Joseph flashed his hand up and hurled his throwing knife at the approaching rider.
It was a bad throw. Hurried and sloppy. 
But it still had the desired effect. 
The Kalinglander ducked. 
Joseph thrust his rapier forward.
Too late, the other rider tried to straighten and re-aim his pistol. 
Joseph’s sharp blade rammed through the man’s shoulder and protruded out his back. 
The Kalinglander swung around in his saddle with a scream. 
Joseph lurched around as the rapier twisted in his grip.
The Kalinglander’s pistol exploded. The shot plowed harmlessly into the mud of the road. 
Joseph let go of the sword. He slowed his horse, then turned around. 
The Kalinglander’s horse had slowed to a walk. The second rider was trying to pull out the rapier. He swayed in the saddle. Blood drenched his coat. 
Joseph led his horse around. He didn’t have another weapon to reach for. Even if he could reload and prep the carbine, it would take him at least an unhurried minute or two. 
The Kalinglander fell from the saddle onto the mud of the road. 
A shout came from back from the direction of the farm house, then another. 
The other Kalinglanders had undoubtedly heard the gunfire. 
Joseph rode up to the fallen trooper. He dismounted and picked up his dagger from where it lay on the ground. 
The Kalinglander didn’t move, but lay where he was on the road. He stared at Joseph with bitter, pain-filled eyes. The wound he had might be enough to kill him, or maybe not. 
Either way, Joseph didn’t really care. 
He stepped forward to the man and grabbed the hilt of his rapier. 
The Kalinglander looked up at him, his breath ragged.
With one clean pull Joseph pulled the blade out. 
The Kalinglander gave a gasp of pain. His face was white.
Joseph turned and wiped the rapier clean on his handkerchief.
More shouts came from the direction of the farmhouse, as well as the whinnying of horses.
Joseph leapt up onto his horse. He turned the beast back towards the east. Despite his best intentions, he glanced back over his shoulder one last time.
The Kalinglander was still in the middle of the road, bleeding badly. 
Joseph turned his horse away and galloped down the muddy road.
 
The rain had ground to a halt by the time Joseph spotted the glint of firelight up ahead.
He trotted his horse towards the outskirts of Baron Dutraad’s camp. Ahead of him came the glow of dozens of campfires, spread out on both sides of the road. The low murmurs of talk, coarse laughter, and the clanging of pots came through the night air.
“Halt!” came a call from the darkness in front of Joseph. A sentry stepped out into the open and raised a musket. “Who goes there?”
Joseph pulled off his hat. “Friend. Just came back from scouting off to the west.”
The Valmingaard soldier nodded and lowered his weapon. “The Baron’s tent is that way.” He pointed.
Joseph wearily turned his horse.
As he wove between the tents and campfires, the smells of cooked bacon and griddle cakes came to him, causing his stomach to rumble. It had been long since his last meal, and that had just been a piece of hardtack filled with weevils. Even softening it in his coffee hadn’t done much good.
As he stopped outside the Baron’s large tent, two soldiers armed with halberds stepped up to him. 
Joseph brushed dirt and water off his greatcoat. “Back from the west.”
One of the men nodded. “The Baron’s in his tent. Go on in.”
Joseph didn’t wait for a second urging. He pushed back the flap and entered.
The tent was warm and well-lit by several strategically-placed lanterns. A table had been set up and was covered with maps and dispatches. Against one wall was an unused cot. Near the back was a desk and bureau, where Baron Dutraad sat.
“Joseph,” he said with a grunt as he got up from the desk. “Didn’t expect you back until tomorrow.”
The scout nodded. “Ran into some trouble. Kalinglander cavalry just a couple miles east of the Crossing.”
Dutraad frowned. “How many?”
Joseph took off his hat. He felt overwhelmingly tired. The simple cot looked enticingly good. “I only saw a dozen or so. No sign of the main force.”
Dutraad scratched his face. “We know there’s two or three infantry regiments that way, plus at least one cavalry.” He looked over at Joseph. “Any company or regiment markings?”
The image of the Kalinglander bleeding in the road came unbidden to Joseph’s mind. He gave a tired shake of his head. “Looked like irregulars.”
“Hmm. Could be troopers, then, or maybe just a free company.” He sighed, then caught sight of Joseph’s vacant expression. “I apologize. Have a seat. There’s coffee on the table. Mutton, too, though it’s cold by now. You’re welcome to it.”
Joseph pulled out the chair at the table and sat down heavily. He grabbed a mug and poured himself some of the cold coffee. “How’s it going?”
Dutraad came over and sat down at the table as well. “Short answer? Not good.”
Joseph shoved a biscuit in his mouth. Only slightly stale. “Any news from Varnost?” he said with a full mouth. 
Dutraad leaned his arms on the table. “None. The Baderans have it locked up tight. They’re getting bolder now that the weather’s getting warmer.”
Joseph brushed some crumbs from his beard. “They won’t get past the wall.”
“That hasn’t stopped them from bombarding it day and night.” Dutraad picked up a biscuit and took a small bite himself. “And they’re razing the surrounding countryside.”
Joseph swallowed the dry biscuit. An invading army could do a lot of damage just by destroying the surrounding fields and farmlands. Come next winter, Varnost might well starve, even if the siege was lifted by then.
“I would march up there right now,” Dutraad said with a snarl, “but the good Lord Renovare has commanded me to protect the southern approaches at all costs.” The Baron tossed his biscuit back on the table. “The old fool barely knows how to keep his rump in a saddle, much less conduct a war.”
Joseph took a sip of the coffee. Cold or not, it was still a refreshing change from the grimy water he had been drinking for the last few days. 
“What about the Kalinglanders?” Joseph asked with mild curiosity. His attention was more on the food and drink then the strategic situation.
Dutraad sighed. “They’re still razing the western part of the country, that’s for sure. I think they’re more content to loot and plunder than join up with the Baderans.”
Joseph swallowed another bite of biscuit, downed with a generous gulp of coffee. “Sounds like the Kalinglanders and the Baderans are not the greatest of allies.”
Dutraad shrugged. “They’re united by their hatred of Valmingaard. Whether they work together or not doesn’t really change things for us. We have to fend off an attack on two of our borders.” He snorted angrily. “This Despair is just an excuse for them.”
Joseph didn’t answer. After what had happened in Vorten, he had to admit that he couldn’t really fault Kalingland and Badera for blaming Valmingaard for the new outpouring of cultic uprisings and rebellions that were still raging across all Rothland. If Joseph had not seen what had happened in Vorten with his own eyes, he wouldn’t have believed it.
The return of the old gods, the Seteru, the incarnation of the goddess Indigoru…and now Vorten was a smoldering ruin. It would take years to return it to anything resembling its original splendor.
“I’ll send out a company to scout the Crossing in force at first light,” Dutraad commented. “If the Kalinglanders want to come across, we’ll meet them.”
Joseph didn’t doubt it. In the three months that he had been serving as a scout to Dutraad’s army, he had witnessed the Baron engage and defeat three small detachments of enemy regiments, two Baderan and one Kalinglander raiding force. 
It was ironic, really. When Joseph had first met the Baron he had thought the man was behind the planned Despair himself. Now he was coming to realize just how cunning a leader Dutraad really was, not to mention an able strategist.
“Any word?” Joseph said quietly. “On the Despair?”
Dutraad looked down at the table for a long moment. “Nothing as bad as Vorten,” he said at last. “We get occasional reports, though. There’s still trouble in the south of Merewith. The Emperor can’t get enough support from the nobles to take out the cultists once and for all. Frankly, I think it’s good for us. The last thing we need is the Merewithians united and invading Valmingaard from the south.”
Joseph finished his biscuit. “What about Arbela?”
Dutraad stood up from the chair. “Kelmar is still in cultist hands. Couldn’t tell you what god they’re following. Last I heard there was an Arbelan army surrounding the city. Llewyllan has staved off an invasion from the Dagger Hills. Apparently they’ve launched a counter-attack.”
Joseph saw the Dagger Hills in his mind once again. It seemed like so long ago that he had been there, fighting alongside Kendril to restore the monarchy.
“Haven’t heard how things are in Rella,” Dutraad continued. “Intelligence reports that Santaren is still a mess in the docks district, but no evil news from Wodlin.”
“Then what are the Kalinglanders so worked up about?” Joseph said with a sigh. “Not that they need much of a justification for a war, I suppose.”
Just the promise of plenty of plunder,” Dutraad said drily. He crossed over to the desk and picked up a sheaf of papers. “Think it’s about time for you to get paid, isn’t it?”
Joseph smirked. “Wasn’t really expecting remuneration until the war was over. The men have been complaining about back wages for a few weeks now.”
Dutraad nodded. “That’s true enough. You’re in luck, though. We got a convoy up from the southeast yesterday. Enough gold for the first month’s wages.”
Joseph pushed back his chair and rose to his feet. “Well, that just leaves a couple of months’ pay in arrears.”
Dutraad smirked. “Don’t hold your breath.” He held out a piece of signed paper. “Anyway, see the purser before you go. Something’s better than nothing, right?”
Joseph brushed the remaining biscuit crumbs off his damp greatcoat. “You sending me out again?”
“Not to the front.” Dutraad sat down in the chair by the desk and picked up a packet of letters. “I have a bundle of dispatches that need to go south to Vorten.”
Joseph felt a pang at the mention of the city. “I can work better here,” he said quickly. “I’ve learned the terrain pretty well, and—”
Dutraad chuckled. “I’m not arguing that. Blazes, you're worth all the money the King hasn’t paid you and then some. But you’ve earned a break. Take some time in Vorten, see Maklavir and that girl of yours, what was her name?”
Joseph took the bundle of letters. He felt suddenly cold. “Kara.”
“Kara,” Dutraad repeated. He looked up at the scout and lowered his voice. “How’s she doing?”
Joseph tried to swallow, but his mouth was too dry. “Not good,” he said at last.
Dutraad nodded somberly. “See her all the same. Take a few days in Vorten, whatever you need. I’ll manage the war just fine without you, I promise.”
Joseph took a deep breath, then tucked the letters under his arm. “Yes, sir.” He turned for the tent flap.
“Joseph,” Dutraad asked suddenly, “I’ve been meaning to ask. Whatever happened to that friend of yours, the Ghostwalker?”
Joseph stopped and slowly turned. “I couldn’t tell you, sir.”
He exited out of the tent into the chilly night air. 
Outside, the rain had started up once again.
 



Chapter 3
 
The first thing that hit Kendril was the pain.
The second was the stench. Overpowering, like rotting meat and putrid bile mixed with garbage.
He coughed, then opened his eyes.
It was dark. The hard floor underneath him was swaying slightly. 
The ship. He was still on it, then. Or another ship. 
Kendril tried to move. His arms were pinned tightly behind him with rope. 
Surprise, surprise.
He licked his cracked lips. The side of his face ached with pain. His good side, too. Between the scars and the inevitable bruise he would undoubtedly be a looker when this was done.
And a whip, for Eru’s sake. Who used a whip anymore?
Something moved in front of him. 
There was a low hiss, deep and primordial. 
Kendril froze. There was something there, in a massive iron cage just a few yards in front of him. Something big. 
A person? No.
Some kind of creature….
Great. This day was just getting better and better. 
There was a whimpering moan just to Kendril’s left. 
“We’re going to die,” Marley whispered through the darkness. “Oh, Eru, we’re going to die…”
Kendril closed his eyes, pulling at his ropes. “Shut up,” he hissed.
“Beautiful, isn’t she?” A voice sounded suddenly to Kendril’s right. A figure stepped out of the shadows. It was the same robed man who had been topside during Kendril’s fight on the ship. He gestured towards the stinking darkness just in front of Kendril. “She is the incarnation of Reianu, the winged serpent. We went through much trouble to obtain her, to bring her here to Rothland from her native jungles far to the south. But now that she is here she will wreck vengeance and destruction on the cities of Rothland. From this ship we will sow terror and fire across the coastlands of Rothland, and make them know the wrath of the goddess they have so long denied and—”
“Right, I get it,” Kendril interrupted. “You’re crazy and you got some big flying snake in your ship. Now where’s Bronwyn?”
The robed man hesitated for a moment, taken aback.
Just behind him Abid moved up, his beefy hand on the hilt of his scimitar. 
The robed cultist composed himself and raised a hand. “Easy, Abid. This Ghostwalker will be taught to curb his tongue soon enough.” He looked down at Kendril with a thin smile. “You were a fool to come to the ship alone. Now how many of your friends are here in New Marlin?”
Kendril cocked his head, thinking for a moment. “Hmm. A thousand. Maybe more like twelve hundred? It’s easy to lose count.”
The robed man shook his head. “You really are quite stupid, aren’t you? I could have Abid cut your tongue out for your insolence, but I have a much, much better fate in store for you. One I think you will find most…unappealing. You will—”
“Wait!” said Kendril suddenly. “Don’t tell me, let me guess. You’re going to feed me and Marley to your big scary creature there? Did I get it? Please say yes.”
Marley moaned.
Abid whipped out his scimitar.
The robed man clenched his hands. “Do you have any idea who I am?” he asked through clenched teeth. “Any idea who I represent?”
“You’re nobody,” Kendril said. “A small, pathetic man worshipping a false goddess who in all probability doesn’t even know you’re alive or care.”
Abid stepped forward with a growl.
“Now I think you should know who I am,” Kendril continued. He turned his head so that his scars were just visible in the faint light that filtered in through the porthole. “I’m Kendril, Demonbane of Vorten. Now where is Bronwyn? Is she onboard?”
The robed man took a second, as if composing himself. He forced out a laugh. “The woman? You came here for her? Then you can die disappointed. The witch left the ship this morning.”
“Where did she go?” Kendril snarled.
“Yes, you would like to know, wouldn’t you?” The cultist sneered. “Well, you can die in ignorance, knowing that your last efforts in life were ultimately futile.” He stepped over to Kendril and leaned over the Ghostwalker. “As the avatar of Reianu tears you to pieces, you can—”
“Great Eru in Pelos,” Kendril cursed, “do you ever just shut up?”
The robed man stepped back. “We’ll see what you say after we leave you alone in the hold with Reianu’s Blessing for a few minutes after Abid opens her cage. Your screams and cries for help will be delicious music to my ears.” He gave a high-pitched giggle. “I almost feel sorry for you, left here as food for the beast, with your arms tied and—”
“Oh,” said Kendril casually, “my arms aren’t tied. I cut through the ropes about sixty seconds ago.”
The robed man stopped and stared at Kendril.
Kendril leapt up and slammed his fist into the stunned man’s face.
He flew back and slammed hard against the bars of the iron cage. 
There was a shrieking roar that cut through the ears of everyone in the hold. 
Marley screamed.
Kendril spun around and shook off the last of the ropes.
Abid came right for him, scimitar lifted high. 
Kendril hurled the remains of the ropes at the huge man.
Abid ducked, then lashed down with his massive scimitar.
Kendril hit the deck and rolled. He slammed up against one of the walls, bruising his shoulder.
The scimitar cut deeply into the floorboards where Kendril had been.
Abid cursed loudly in a foreign tongue, then wrenched his scimitar free.
The beast, whatever it was, moved in the cage and shrieked again. Its high-pitched wail caused everyone to freeze for a moment.
Everyone except for Kendril. 
He needed a weapon, and fast. The small knife that he had used cut his bonds was one he kept hidden just inside his sleeve. It was barely larger than his finger, and hardly a decent combat weapon. 
He backed against a barrel in the darkness and put out his hand in a desperate attempt to find something, anything he could use to defend himself.
The robed man turned towards the cage and fiddled with the lock. 
Marley screamed. “Great Eru, don’t let it out—”
Abid rushed forward.
Kendril dashed to one side and pushed over a barrel. 
Abid tumbled over the crashing barrel and fell to the ground. 
Kendril turned for the open stairwell and dashed up the steps. 
The cold night air hit him in the face as he ran out onto the open deck. It was still night, but the ship was moving. Kendril glanced quickly around. 
They had just exited the harbor. The ship was just passing the breakwater.
“Hey!” a nearby sailor shouted as he reached for a cutlass, “what do you think—?”
Kendril turned and slammed his clenched fist into the surprised man’s face. 
There was a shout from up on the quarterdeck, then a shrill whistle. 
Kendril snatched the cutlass out of the unconscious man’s belt. He whirled back around.
Abid emerged from below decks. He wasn’t smiling.
A scream sounded from down below. It wasn’t Marley. Someone else….
Kendril took a step forward and raised the cutlass.
There was a ghostly shriek from below the deck.
Abid hesitated, his scimitar poised in his hand.
There was another scream. It was Marley this time.
There was a horrific crash, and the large cargo doors set into the deck buckled and cracked.
Kendril swayed, almost losing his footing.
Abid grabbed onto one the main mast to steady himself. 
One of the sailors shouted something. Another one actually threw himself overboard into the water.
Kendril planted his feet.
The bestial shriek sounded again, hardly muted by the deck boards of the vessel.
What in Zanthora did they have down there?
A sailor ran at Kendril, a knife in his hand. 
Kendril turned to meet the attack. 
It never came.
Something slammed into the underside of the ship’s cargo doors again. 
With a roar of shattering wood and wrecked beams the doors tore apart.
Something  massive came up and launched into the air. Wings, longer than the width of the ship, unfurled like dark banners to each side. Something dropped and landed with a wet thud on the deck.
A quick glance was enough to tell Kendril that it was the remains of the robed man.
With a hideous screech Reianu’s Blessing flapped into the night sky.
Kendril stood rooted to the spot, genuinely shocked. He had only had a quick glance of the beast, but that had been enough to send his mind spinning.
It wasn’t a bird. It was…what was it?
“Fire!” One of the sailors bellowed.
Kendril snapped his head around. 
In all the confusion one of the lanterns had broken apart on the deck. Burning oil was already leaping across the shattered remains of the deck boards.
The sailor who had attacked Kendril with the knife stood staring up into the sky.
Recovering his wits and his senses, Kendril cut the man down before he could move.
A whistling shriek sounded through the air. It was awful, the sound of a creature that defied all reason and logic.
A shadow swept across the black sky, blotting out the stars as it moved.
Kendril flinched, shielding his face from the growing flames. 
The creature was on the hunt.
Kendril turned.
Abid came at him. His scimitar flashed in the firelight as it swept through the air. 
Kendril brought his own blade up instinctively to block the blow. Even still the force of the impact knocked him back several steps.
Abid grunted and hammered down his scimitar again. 
Kendril blocked the blow again. The blade of his scimitar rang from the hit. The weapon seemed paltry in comparison to that of Abid’s.
Marley shouted something from down through the massive rent in the ship’s deck.
Kendril ignored the cry, focused on the desperate battle he was in.
Abid moved in to strike again.
There was a blur of movement through the air. A shadow flitted over the deck, followed by a stench of rotting flesh. 
One of the sailors vanished from sight. He screamed, but his cry was cut off abruptly. 
Abid craned his neck around to see the man’s fate.
Kendril slammed his shoulder into the huge man.
It was a good hit, one that would have sent an ordinary man flying backwards. 
Abid only stumbled back a few steps. 
A sailor leapt over the side of the ship. Another one was babbling an incoherent prayer. 
A shriek sounded from somewhere above them again. 
Eru, but it was fast.
Abid loosened the whip on his belt with his free hand.
Kendril braced his feet and readied his weapon. His blade was notched from the blows of Abid’s scimitar. 
Abid uncoiled his whip and smiled. His teeth flashed in the light of the raging fire.
There was a tearing crash, and the ship suddenly lurched violently to one side.
Everyone fell, crashing to the deck like falling nine-pins. 
Kendril staggered up and looked wildly around. 
The breakwater. In all the confusion the ship had slammed right into it. 
She was stuck right on it. No doubt she was taking in water.
There was a sharp crack, and Kendril felt the scimitar start to leap from his grip. He was surprised, but tried his best to keep his sweaty hold on the weapon.
It was no use. The cutlass flew out of his hand and went clattering across the deck. 
Abid snapped his whip back for another blow. 
Kendril backed up. He instinctively reached for his holster. Empty, of course.
He had no weapon.
Great. 
Abid snapped the whip.
Kendril lurched to the side, trying his best to make himself a hard target.
He was rewarded by a stinging bite to his arm. The whip coiled around his forearm like a serpent.
Abid pulled back on his whip with a snarl.
Before Kendril could react he was launched forward, yanked off balance by the whip. He hit hard on his stomach, the wind knocked out of him for a moment. Smoke stung his eyes, the cries of fleeing sailors filled his ears. His arms throbbed with pain. Blood was already staining his sleeve.
Abid smiled again, white teeth shining in the firelight like pale ghosts. The blade of his scimitar shimmered and flashed orange and red. 
Oh, well. At least Kendril would be killed by a man who obviously enjoyed his work. It was hard to ask for more than that.
Abid pulled hard on the whip.
Kendril was dragged forward a few feet, gaining not a few splinters in the process.
Abid’s scimitar lifted high, poised for a killing blow.
Reianu’s Blessing appeared out of the darkness, right behind Abid. It was sailing towards the ship at full speed, its bat-like wings stretched out to each side. 
Even this close to his impending death, Kendril couldn’t help but be awe-struck at the sight. He had witnessed the Void opening in the heart of Vorten itself, but this…this was something else entirely, some kind of flesh and blood creature of this world, yet so hideous and so alien that Kendril had no frame of reference in which to place it. Impossibly huge, more reptilian than bird-like, with a vile stench, membranous wings, and horse-like head with something that looked like a beak but that sparkled with saw-like teeth.
And the eyes. Those wretched, soul-numbing eyes that were devoid of humanity or reason, burning like dull red embers.
The mouth of the creature opened. A shrill, screeching wail flooded the air.
Kendril’s blood ran cold. He felt paralyzed, his eyes fastened on the terrifying monster.
Abid’s smile disappeared. He whirled around.
The flying creature slammed into the main mast of the ship.
Abid gave a cry and leapt to one side.
Several of the sailors screamed in fright. 
From the direction of the shoreline came several distant shouts. A bell began to clang.
Kendril forced his aching body to get up. He got his feet under him, trying to keep his balance on the shifting deck.
From above came the tearing sound of wood snapping.
Kendril glanced up.
The creature screamed. The sound of its cry drowned out all other noise for a moment. It tore at the mast with its claws. The moon shone through its bat wings as they flapped repeatedly. Its long tail lashed back and forth in a serpentine motion.
With a final crack the main mast shattered in two.
Kendril threw himself to one side as the mass of sails and wood came hurtling down onto the deck.
There was a loud crash, and Kendril’s world turned white. 
Literally, white. One of the sails had fallen on him. 
Kendril tore his way out of the rigging and sailcloth, kicking a burning piece of wood away and trying his best to ignore his bleeding arm. The whip was still lashed around it.
He got to his feet.
The creature was circling around far up in the sky, out past the breakwater and over the open sea. 
From the shore came a rattle of musketry, a dozen flashes and bangs as well as a few humming crossbow bolts.
Abid staggered to his feet, shaking his head. The whip was still in his hand.
Kendril gritted his teeth. He grabbed the whip from his end, braced his feet, then pulled with all his might.
Still off-balance, Abid lurched towards Kendril, the whip handle held tight in his hand. He twisted around and tried in vain to bring up his scimitar.
“Goes both ways,” Kendril grunted. He brought his fist straight into Abid’s face.
It was like punching a brick wall.
Abid’s head snapped back. He slowly twisted his face back around. 
Regnuthu take him, the man was smiling again. 
Kendril stepped back, panting. His hand stabbed with pain.
Abid dropped the handle of his whip. His free hand shot out like a bolt of lightning.
The blow took Kendril in the side of the face. He crashed back onto the deck, sliding until he hit the railing on the starboard side. 
Abid spat on the deck, heedless of the fire spreading all around him. He came forward again with the scimitar in both hands. 
So much for being the Demonbane of Vorten. This was just getting embarrassing. 
Hoping he still had all his teeth, Kendril raise his arm, his hand still clenched on the receiving end of the whip.
Abid paused, uncertainty crossing his face.
Kendril snapped his arm, lashing the bull hide handle of the whip around Abid’s legs.
Admittedly, it wasn’t the greatest move in the world. Indeed, Kendril was fairly certain that no one had ever conceived of a whip being used backwards. To be fair, however, he had no other weapon at hand, and he was about as desperate as it was possible to get.
Abid snarled. He tried to kick the entangled whip off his legs. 
Kendril let go of the whip, and shook the end of it off his bleeding arm. 
Abid stamped and lashed at the whip like it was a live snake. He got himself free, then looked back up at Kendril. 
No more fists. Kendril was done with that approach. Time for something more sensible.
Kendril leapt forward. He snatched a belaying pin out of the pin rail surrounding the base of the broken mast. The weight of the wooden object felt good in his hand. He gave a fierce swing at Abid’s head. 
There was a flash of metal as the man’s scimitar came up to block Kendril’s attack. 
Metal met wood with a low thunk.
Kendril jumped back, nearly tripping over a smoldering pile of rope. His belaying pin was severely gouged.
Lovely.
Abid swung his scimitar at Kendril’s head.
Kendril parried with the belaying pin.
The scimitar chopped right through the wooden pin. The top half clattered to the deck.
Well, ashes.

Kendril hurled the remaining stub of the belaying pin at Abid’s face.
Smiling, the giant man leapt nimbly to one side.
The pin spun off into the darkness.
And so now Kendril had no weapon at all. Not that he had ever really had one to start with.
Abid took a step forward, still grinning ferociously.
Kendril backed up, ducking away from a fiercely burning piece of sail. 
An unearthly shriek tore across the entire deck.
Stunned, Abid and Kendril both snapped their heads to the side at the same time.
The monstrous creature was back, its wings unfurled and its slavering mouth open wide. The moonlight glinted off its teeth and talons. It was soaring right over the water of the bay, coming straight at the deck of the ship.
Right. In all the confusion Kendril had almost forgotten all about Reianu’s Blessing.
Kendril hurled himself to one side. He hit the deck and rolled.
Abid screamed.
A shape swooped over the deck. Black shadow, rushing wind. Fetid, foul stench.
Kendril glanced up.
Abid was pinioned between the monster’s jaw-like beak, waving his scimitar and screaming wildly.
The next moment the beast was gone, vanished into the hazy darkness over the edge of the breakwater.
Kendril stood to his feet, wobbling slightly. He shook his head.
Easy come, easy go. 
He turned back to the deck. 
Fire was raging along the bow of the vessel. Fallen masts and rigging covered more than half the deck, and were contributing to the rampant flames. The center of the main deck was torn completely open like some gaping wound.
Kendril frowned. None of the crew was in sight. All were either dead or fleeing. 
So ended the mad dreams of that priest of Reianu, whatever his name had been. Honestly, Kendril didn’t really care.
But that nightmarish creature of his was still loose. 
Kendril turned back towards the quarterdeck, his eyes stinging from the smoke.
“Help me! Please, help!” 
Kendril turned his head at the plea. 
Marley was over by the stairs, trapped under a fallen piece of yard and a stretch of billowing sail. 
Kendril rolled his eyes, then ran over to the man. “Are you hurt?”
Marley shook his head. “No, not bad. It caught the side of the railing. It’s just got my right leg pinned. I can’t—”
“Never mind,” Kendril said with irritation. He grabbed at the yard, heaving on it with all his might. “Come on, Marley, push for Eru’s sake!”
The older man grunted, his arms braced against the yardarm from the other side. 
The two of them worked for a few long seconds, huffing and straining at the heavy beam together. 
It inched off Marley’s trapped foot.
He yanked his leg out, cursing and rubbing his ankle. 
Kendril let the broken yardarm fall with a crash to the deck below. He glanced down at Marley’s leg. “It’s not broken?”
“No, Mr. Kendril, it ain’t, Eru be praised—”
From above in the darkness came the terrifying wail of the monstrous creature.
More shouts and screams came from the waterfront side of the town.
Marley’s face turned white as a sheet. “Save us! It’s coming back around…”
Kendril grunted, wiping sweat and soot from his face. “I’m counting on it. Quick, Marley, where’s the ship’s arms locker?”
Marley stared at him like a man in a fog. “The…what?””
“Guns, Marley, I need guns!” Kendril slapped his empty pistol holster for emphasis. “Now lead the way, quick. The whole cursed ship is on fire.” He grabbed the frightened man and dragged him to his feet.
The howling cry echoed from the black sky above once again. 
Marley shrank back, whimpering in terror. “You can’t be thinking…thinking to fight it?”
“No,” said Kendril curtly. “I’m going to kill it.” He shoved Marley roughly down the steps.
Below decks the smoke swirled and choked the narrow passageway. The fire, spreading with alarming rapidity, licked and crackled at the end of the corridor.
Marley’s eyes grew wide. “When that reaches the powder—” He turned to head back up the stairs. 
Kendril snatched him roughly by the shoulder and pushed him back into the corridor. “Then we’d better hurry, right Marley?” His voice was a low growl. 
Marley nodded, his eyes still on the fire. “Right.” He glanced to the left, a door leading into a cabin. “In here.”
The two blundered through the dark and smoke into the room. 
From outside came the roar of a cannon. Several shouts echoed across the water. 
“Eru save us,” Marley breathed. “That thing will kill everyone in New Marlin.”
“Not if I can help it, it won’t.” Kendril snatched the wooden doors on a large locker set into one wall. His face twisted into a snarl. “Locked.” He swung back around to Marley. “Quick, the keys.”
Marley stared in fear at the smoke pouring in through the cabin door. “Uh, there. The desk.”
Kendril slammed the drawer open, fished around for a moment, then came out with a key. He turned and started to fiddle with the locker doors.
Several more gunshots echoed outside, sounding clear across the open waters of the bay. 
“You can’t stop this thing,” Marley said. 
“Shut up,” Kendril warned. He threw open the doors to the arms locker. Immediately his face burst into a wolfish grin. “Didn’t think I’d see these again.” He grabbed out his two flintlock dueling pistols, and shoved them back into his belt. 
Marley edged to the door. “The fire’s spreading….”
Kendril ignored him. He removed two short swords, and buckled them on. “Here, catch.” He tossed a musket to Marley. 
Surprised, Marley barely caught the musket in time. “I…can’t shoot one of these.”
“Time to learn,” Kendril said briskly. He scowled into the open arms locker, snatching cartridge packets. “What I really wish I had is my long rifle. It’s not going to help much to—” He stopped mid-sentence, his eyes widening. “Hello, beautiful. Where have you been all my life?”
Despite his growing trepidation, Marley glanced back at the Ghostwalker. 
Kendril removed a massive, cannon-like musket. It was made entirely of metal, even the stock.
Marley coughed, the thickening smoke agitating his throat. “That? It’s just a whale gun.”
Kendril’s eyes gleamed. “I saw it first.” He grabbed a couple long steel darts from the arms locker.
Marley glanced out into the corridor nervously. The flames were breaking through into the main passage with a vengeance. “You’re going to shoot down that flying abomination with…with a whale gun?” He looked back at Kendril. “It’ll never shoot that far.”
Kendril gave a lop-sided grin and headed towards the cabin door. “Then we’ll have to draw it in real close. Come on, Marley.” He pushed the startled sailor back out into the smoke-choked passageway and towards the stairs.
Up on deck, the fire had already consumed half the ship in a blazing inferno. Smoke poured up into the night sky. The heat was intense, like a furnace. From somewhere above came the keening cry of the hideous beast.
Kendril scanned the sky. He saw a flash of wings in the moonlight through the broiling smoke. 
“We have to get off!” Marley yelled. He started towards the starboard side.
Kendril grabbed the man’s arm with his free hand. “Not that way. The breakwater. Let’s go.”
Marley was too surprised to protest.
Kendril dragged the man to the port side of the ship.
Behind them part of the rigging collapsed onto the main deck in a fiery explosion. Sparks and embers swirled into the air like fireflies. 
Marley looked down at the jagged rocks of the breakwater, slimy and covered with barnacles. It was enough of a drop from the side of the ship to make him pull back. “Are you daft?” he yelled back at Kendril. “I’ll break my legs.”
“Better hope not,” Kendril said. He gave Marley a determined shove.
With a startled cry the sailor tumbled off the side of the ship.
The forlorn screech of the creature sounded again, cutting through the cold air of the bay.
Kendril glanced back over his shoulder.
The harbor was in an uproar of confusion. Muskets flared off at random, people were shouting, screams sounded from the docks. Some of the ships were making desperately for the open sea. As Kendril watched two vessels collided with one another in a booming crack of splintering wood.
Kendril threw himself off the burning ship.
He hit the rocks below hard, slipping on the wet surface. A sharp angle of stone jammed into his leg side. He felt his knee twist painfully, and tried to catch himself with his free hand. Barnacles shredded the palm of his hand. His chest slammed into a rearing boulder.
Kendril lay for a moment on the rocks, wracked with shooting pains. It was cold and wet underneath him. His left foot was entirely submerged in a deep puddle of seawater between two rocks. The overpowering smell of salt filled his nostrils, mixed with the stench of smoke from the ship behind him.
Marley wailed a few feet to Kendril’s side. “Oy, my legs,” he cried. “I’ve broken both my legs.”
“Shut up,” Kendril snarled. He pulled himself up, stifling a groan. His body felt like someone had run him over with a cart. Filled with logs. With three kids playing on top.
Kendril’s knee stabbed in agonizing pain as he tried to stand.
Three fat kids.
He snatched Marley by the back of the sailor’s filthy tunic and dragged the man to his feet. 
“I can’t walk!” Marley wept. He rubbed his legs vociferously.
“Stop your whimpering and die like a man!” Kendril was surprised by his own fury. He took the whale gun in his hands, then reached for the powder horn he had taken from the arms locker.
A scream echoed from the far side of the harbor. There were more scattered gunshots. Bells were clanging all over the city.
Kendril jammed one of the metal darts down into the barrel of the whale gun. The weapon wasn’t rifled, and the iron dart would probably have little better accuracy than a basic musket ball. That meant he needed the creature within fifty yards to even have a chance of hitting it. For an actual killing blow, and considering the darkness and speed with which the thing would undoubtedly be coming at him, that range should probably be reduced to ten or fifteen yards.
Ten yards. The monster would be practically on top of him. Assuming he could even get that close to it. 
Kendril limped down the line of the breakwater, moving clear of the burning ship. He tripped repeatedly in the darkness, cursing like a sailor himself as he stubbed and bashed his toes, feet, and shins against the uneven rocks. 
A ship sailed past the end of the breakwater, its sails glowing in the moonlight. The crew bustled and scurried about in the rigging.
Kendril gave them a contemptuous glare as they floated by. He snapped back the lock on the whale gun, testing with his fingers in the dark to make sure that the flint was still in place.
“We’re going to die,” Marley babbled. He crawled after Kendril, like a moth drawn against its will towards an open flame. He looked fearfully across the harbor. “It will kill us all, it will. Did you see its eyes, its eyes….”
“Tuldor’s beard,” Kendril snapped, “of course I saw the eyes. Now shut up.” He took a pinch of gunpowder and between his fingers and primed the pan. At least, he hoped he had primed it. Even in the pale moonlight it was hard to see what he was doing.
“There!” Marley screamed. He pointed wildly over the water.
Kendril whipped his head around.
It was there, across the water. Like a nightmare brought to life. Some obscene cross between a lizard, bat, and…dragon.
It was unholy. Evil. Kendril felt as if he could smell its stench even from where he stood. 
As he watched it swooped down upon the docks. A fire had somehow begun in a quayside warehouse, and the flames glowed orange on the monster’s wings. 
It took longer than Kendril expected to get past the blazing wreck of the ship. He lugged the heavy whale gun, dragging his injured leg behind him. His knee burned with pain that occasionally exploded into a sharp stab.
“You’ll never get it close enough!” Marley shouted. His voice was trembling, shaking. “We should hide, Mr. Kendril, get out of sight.”
“Probably,” Kendril acknowledged under his breath. He turned, his feet planted securely on the rocks.
Across the bay he could see the monstrous winged creature as it ravaged the docks. Small figures lit by moon and fire were fleeing in every direction.
Kendril was tired. So tired. He had fought his way across half of Rothland, searching for a woman who had once again barely escaped from his grasp. Now here he was, standing on the breakwater next to a burning ship and staring death in the face once again. Like always.
He was through trying. Done fighting. He just didn’t care anymore.
“Please,” Marley begged. He waved urgently to Kendril. “Over here with me, sir.”
Kendril stared with hollow eyes at the monster. Perhaps this time, for once, death would finally find him. He had meted it out to so many others over the years. Maybe today it was finally his turn.
Kendril took a deep breath. “Hey!” he roared, his voice hoarse and strained. “I’m over here, frog-wings!” He lifted the whale gun in his hands. It felt reassuringly heavy, like a miniature cannon. Kendril didn’t even try to bring it to his shoulder, but just kept it at hip-level. “Come and get me!”
Marley stared at him as if he had lost his mind.
Truth be told, at this point he probably had. 
“Come on!” Kendril kept yelling, ignoring the pain that gripped every part of his body. “You want me? Then come over here and get some!”
There was no way the creature would hear him. Not at this distance, not over the screaming and shooting happening all over the bay. And even if it did, there was no way it would actually leave all the chaos it was causing to come after one single solitary man.
And yet, Kendril felt a desperate, burning desperation to draw the thing towards him. A sudden moment of inspiration hit him.
“I’m the Demonbane of Vorten!” he shouted on the top of his lungs.
The thing was a dumb beast. A hideous, awful beast, but a beast none-the-less. Certainly not a demon of the Void, despite what that crazed cultist priest seemed to believe.
And yet, it turned.
It swung its head around, shrieked a howling cry that sounded like the tormented wail of a lost soul, then flapped off the docks and across the water of the bay.
Straight at Kendril.
“Eru!” Marley gasped. He dove for the scant shelter of some nearby boulders.
Kendril lifted the barrel of the gun and snapped back the firelock into the ready position. “Come on,” he whispered. “Come and finish it. Take me.”
The monster swooped low over the water, growing closer to Kendril by the second. Its mouth was open, sharp teeth glistening. Talons flexed and glinted in the moonlight. Kendril could actually hear the whistle of the wind over its wings as it came nearer.
Kendril put a finger on the trigger of the whale gun. He lined the barrel up with the red glowing eyes of the beast.
At the rate it was coming at him, Kendril figured the creature would cover fifty yards in less than a second. 
It was an impossible shot. One in a thousand. Maybe a million. And even if he only wounded it, the enraged beast would doubtless kill him where he stood. 
Kendril breathed a prayer to Eru. A plea for a death that had eluded him for far too long. Finally, an end.
Finally, redemption.
The burning red eyes of the monster came straight at Kendril. They became his entire world. His ears were filled with the sound of the unholy creature’s howling shriek.
Marley screamed.
Kendril smiled.
He pulled the trigger.
 



Chapter 4
 
Maklavir put the teacup gingerly back on the small porcelain plate, careful not to spill any of the steaming liquid. He looked up at the three men across the table from him. “Do any of you gentlemen want sugar?”
One of the men, a finely-dressed nobleman with the hooked nose and severe bearing of the Merewithian ruling class, pushed his tea away with a snort. “This is a complete waste of our time.”
Maklavir gave his tea a small dose of sugar from the bowl in the center of the table. “If tea isn’t to your liking, Duke Mainz, I can have the maid fetch you something else. Coffee, perhaps, or something more robust?” He gave the steaming beverage a good stir. “For what it’s worth, however, I believe this to be quite excellent. Imported from the Spice Lands, you know.”
“Talin’s Ashes,” Mainz swore. His face was red, his bushy gray eyebrows knotted in anger. “I’m not talking about the blasted tea. I’m talking about this whole meeting. It’s a waste of our time.”
“I’m sorry you think so.” Maklavir’s voice was exceptionally cool. He took a sip of his tea.
“Mainz has a point.” One of the other men, a Merewithian lord named Erbritter, raised his own teacup. “We’ve been at this for hours, Maklavir. It’s quite apparent that you have nothing of substance to offer us.”
Maklavir set his tea back down and dabbed his mouth daintily with a napkin. “With respect, Lord Erbritter, that is hardly true. I have outlined several important ways that King Luxium has proposed to—”
“The King? He’s under siege right now along with the rest of his court up in Varnost.” The third nobleman, a scarred old warrior named Krampf, crossed his arms. “You’re being pressed, Maklavir. Kalinglanders on one side and the twice-cursed Baderans on the other. They’re chopping your whole country to pieces. And I say let them have it.”
Maklavir sighed and glanced out the window. The city of Vorten had some life back in it, but not as much as before the Despair. Some of the buildings across the street still showed obvious damage from the firestorm that had engulfed the jewel of Valmingaard and destroyed so much.
The Despair had taken everything from Vorten. It cut Maklavir like a knife to know that the city would never be the same again. At least not in his lifetime.
Erbritter took a casual sip of his tea. “It’s nothing personal, Maklavir. Surely you know that. But we have problems of our own right now.” He shook his head sadly. “I feel bad for you Valmingaardians. No one doubts that you have all suffered tremendously during this Despair, especially here in Vorten.” He spread his hands, as if to demonstrate his helplessness in the matter. “But you and the King have nothing to offer us.”
The other two noblemen silently nodded their agreement.
“Yes,” said Maklavir quietly, “I know that Merewith has had its own share of problems.” He shifted his gaze to Erbritter. “But I believe that the terms that King Luxium has offered are more than generous. You have been promised payment for the foodstuffs your duchies can provide for us. We will escort any food convoys with our own troops. We are only asking for the surplus, gentlemen. For the extra food that your own people cannot eat. And a bit of profit for you as well. Now tell me, how is that unfair?”
“Tell you?” Duke Mainz’ face was twisted in a condescending sneer. “Valmingaard is in a desperate place, Maklavir. It is ready to fall any week, and you offer us coinage stamped with the face of your king?” He gave a snorting laugh. “It is of questionable value, to say the least.”
Maklavir’s eyes darkened ever so slightly. “Any money you would be paid with would have the full backing of the monarchy of Valmingaard.”
“And that,” said Krampf roughly, “is precisely the problem.”
Erbritter took an experimental bite of one of the small biscuits set out on the table. “You could, of course, pay us in gold.” He grimaced and put the half-eaten biscuit down.
Maklavir tried hard not to stare at the uneaten food. It was more than a lot of citizens in Vorten would eat tonight. “You know very well that we can’t,” he said. It was taking every ounce of effort he had to maintain his poker face. “With Varnost under siege—”
“Other supplies, then,” Krampf chipped in. “Lumber, iron ore, even furs. Something of real value.”
“I think,” said Maklavir slowly, “that you gentlemen may be misunderstanding the extent of the situation Valmingaard is in. We need all our natural resources right now to continue the ongoing war effort.”
“I’ve heard enough.” Mainz pushed his chair back and stood. “I told you. This windbag is wasting our time.”
Erbritter gave a sad nod of his head. “I’m afraid that I must agree, Maklavir. I really am sorry, but there is nothing more we can do.” He got up from his chair.
Krampf got up as well. He tossed his napkin back on the long wooden table with a snort. 
“I see.” Maklavir’s face was calm, but there was a strange fire in his eyes that none of the other men in the room seemed to notice.
“Thank you for your hospitality.” Lord Erbritter gave a bow. If you are ever in the north of Merewith, Maklavir, I would be honored to return the favor.” He turned for the door.
It was done. Time for his last card, the one ace up Maklavir’s sleeve.
“You will be,” Maklavir said airily, “but not for me.  Valmingaard’s men-at-arms, on the other hand, would no doubt love both food and accommodations.” He reached for the teacup.
All three of the Merewithians stopped cold in their tracks. For a moment there was a tense silence in the room.
Krampf swung around. “What the devil did you just say, Maklavir?”
Maklavir took a sip. “I threatened you with military invasion, Sir Krampf.”
That took the old soldier aback. He spluttered for a moment, his face turning red.
Lord Erbritter managed a smile. “Come now, Maklavir, there’s no need for that. We came in peace, and there’s no reason why we can’t—”
“Oh, shut up.” Maklavir stared hard at the nobleman. There was no more kindness in his eyes. “The time for games is over, Erbritter. Like you yourself said, we Valmingaardians have suffered tremendously. We’re facing enemies on both fronts, and we’re desperate. The three of you have food. We need it. And if you’re too stupid to sell it to us at a reasonable rate, then we will take it by force.”
Krampf strode forward and pounded a fist on the table. The teacups and plates rattled. “You dare threaten us! By Eru, we’ll kill whatever men you throw at us, Maklavir. Just come and try it. We Merewithians know how to fight!”
“Do you now?” Maklavir said. “Well, I must say that is a relief. I was under the impression that your duchies consisted mostly of uninspired serfs and tired fat noblemen.” He gave his tea a stir. “Not to mention that the population of Vorten alone, even after the Despair, is probably three times that of all your holdings put together.” He shrugged. “But if you’re so confident, who am I to judge?”
Duke Mainz glared icily at Maklavir. “The Emperor will bring state troops up. When they arrive, you—”
“Again, I am so relieved.” Maklavir stared coolly at all three noblemen. “With all the fighting going on in the south, I was under the impression that the Emperor was stretched thin, not to mention all the squabbling going on among the other barons and dukes there.” He sat back in his chair, his expression unmoved. “But since you’re so confident of receiving support, I’m sure none of you have anything to worry about. Good day.”
“You’re bluffing, Maklavir.” Lord Erbritter’s face was pinched and drawn. “You don’t have the men to invade. Not while you are fighting the Kalinglanders and the Baderans at the same time.”
Maklavir raised an imperious eyebrow. “It’s true, we are spread thin. But when our men know that there is corn aplenty to be had just over the border, I’m sure we’ll have no shortage of volunteers to form together into militia and guard units.” He gave the tiniest hint of a smirk. “As the Kalinglanders have been teaching us, it doesn’t take much discipline to mount a good old-fashioned raiding party.”
Mainz opened his mouth, then shut it tight again. “You’re…a monster,” he seethed at last.
“No,” said Maklavir calmly. “Just practical.”
Krampf took an angry step forward.
The two guards standing near the door behind Maklavir reacted instantly, hands tightening on their halberds.
Krampf took one uncertain glance at the men, then slowly backed off.
There was a long moment of silence.
Maklavir lifted his teacup easily in one hand and took a deliberate sip.
Erbritter cleared his throat. “I think we were perhaps a little hasty, Maklavir. Your terms from this morning seem more than generous.”
Maklavir gave a half-smile. “I thought they might be.” He stood from his chair. “I’ll expect those food convoys crossing our border within the week, gentlemen. Until then, I am afraid I have other pressing matters to attend to.” He gave an elegant bow. “I bid you all a good day.” He turned without looking and strode out of the room.
In the hall, Maklavir turned into another, empty room. He sighed heavily, rubbing the neatly trimmed black goatee that covered his chin.
Behind him another man entered the room and closed the door softly behind him. “They sure left in a huff. What did you say to them, anyway? Did they agree to sell us the food?”
Maklavir turned with a thin smile. “Actually, Sir Vladi, I threatened to invade their lands with our army.”
Vladi, a portly man in his sixties with gray hair and busy eyebrows, stared in shock at Maklavir. “You…did what?”
Maklavir gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “Relax, it was just a bluff. They bought it, though.” He grabbed a wine bottle off the table and pulled the cork free. “They should send the food in a week or less. If they don’t, I suggest throwing a few cavalry troops over the border.” He poured a generous helping of wine into a goblet and gave Vladi a reassuring smile. “Not anything serious, mind you. Just enough to keep the threat real.”
Vladi shook his head with a low whistle. “Remind me never to play poker with you, Mr. Maklavir.”
Maklavir downed the glass of wine all in one go. “Used to be quite the card player in my youth. Not so much anymore.”
Vladi nodded sympathetically. “The Despair has changed all of us, I’d wager. For better and worse.”
Maklavir resisted the urge to reach again for the bottle. “That it has.” He turned to the nobleman. “Make sure those Merewithian nobles get safely back over the border. An escort would be in order, I would think.”
“Of course.” Vladi grinned. “We’re lucky to have a diplomat of your caliber helping us out during all this chaos, Maklavir. When all this is said and done, I’ve no doubt the King will reward you handsomely for your efforts here.”
Maklavir winced. “We’ll see,” he said darkly. 
Vladi turned and headed out the door to the room, almost bumping into a pretty young maid who was entering at the same moment. “Oh, excuse me, lass,” he said as he exited.
The girl smiled shyly, then came over to the table that Maklavir was standing next to. “Take that glass for you, sir?”
Maklavir returned the smile. “Thank you, yes. The bottle too, if you don’t mind. I feel like I could drain the whole thing if it stays.”
The girl dipped her head, then took the glass and bottle. She paused uncertainly for a moment, her face blushing. “If…if there’s anything else you might be needing, sir, you only have to let me know.”
Maklavir pulled a pocket watch out of his vest, glancing at the time. “That’s kind of you, but no.” He looked up at the girl with kind eyes. “I can just make afternoon prayer at the temple, if I hurry.”
A flicker of disappointment showed in the girl’s eyes. She lowered her head. “As it pleases you, sir.”
Maklavir pocketed the watch and turned for the door.
 
The steps to the temple were crowded with worshippers exiting the building.
Maklavir pulled his feathered cap down further onto his head. Winter was long gone, but here in Valmingaard spring still came slowly and with plenty of chill. Rain glistened on the stone steps of the temple, and dribbled down out of the gray sky above in a monotonous fashion.
He reached the bottom of the steps, and glanced back behind him. 
The great temple of Vorten was still being repaired, and was covered with wooden scaffolding. It had suffered much during the firestorm that had consumed much of the city during the opening of the Void. Even now, the Plaza in front of the temple was mostly blackened from the fire and great heat that had devastated the area. 
Still, Vorten was rebuilding slowly but surely. With the war still on the work had been going at a snail’s pace, but the restoration of the dome-topped temple had become a symbol of Vorten’s recovery from ruin.
Maklavir shivered in the cold drizzle that spattered down on his head and shoulders. He gave a heavy sigh, then turned away from the temple and back towards the street.
Joseph was there, standing just ten feet away.
Maklavir was taken aback for a moment. “Joseph? Great Eru, man, how long have you been standing there?”
The bearded scout looked up at the towering temple. “Not long. Just a few minutes.”
Maklavir came over to him. “I had no idea you were back in Vorten. It’s good to see you again, old chap.”
Joseph nodded, but said nothing. He continued to stare up at the temple.
Maklavir frowned. Joseph had always looked the part of a grizzled pathfinder, but he looked worse than usual. His beard was unkempt, shaggy and uneven. His face was stretched, his eyes weary and dark. 
And the man’s clothes were the worst of all. Sure, he had undoubtedly been spending a lot of time out of doors, but that greatcoat he wore was absolutely filthy. It was a travesty.
“You just missed the service,” Maklavir said. “There’s another at sundown. If you want, we could—”
Joseph gave a resigned shake of his head. “No thanks, Maklavir. Can’t really say I’m in a praying mood right now.”
Maklavir tried to conceal his surprise. He glanced down at the pocket of Joseph’s greatcoat, the one that always bulged with the copy of the Blessed Scriptures that the man lugged around with him wherever he went.
It was empty.
“I didn’t know you had started attending services.” Joseph’s voice sounded distant, almost as if he was disinterested in the conversation. “You were never a religious man.”
“Yes, well…” Maklavir tugged self-consciously at his cape. “A lot has changed, I suppose. I saw demons of the Void with my own eyes, creatures I had thought were only figments of a theologian’s imagination until then.” He shrugged. “It’s hard to argue with that. And I’m not the only one. A lot of people in Vorten have turned back to the old ways, looking for answers.”
Joseph tore his gaze away from the temple. “Best of luck to them.”
Maklavir tilted his head. “You don’t agree?”
Joseph rubbed a hand across his face. He looked as if he hadn’t slept in days. “Let’s just say that I saw a lot of proof of demons during the battle here.” He looked back up at the half-repaired temple, a hard look in his eyes. “But Eru? Not so much.”
Maklavir kept his poker face on, hoping it hid just how truly shocked he felt. Joseph had never spoken like this before. In fact, Joseph had never voiced any kind of doubt in his faith before. He gave Joseph a comradely pat on the shoulder. “Come on, old man. You look exhausted. I’ve got a house here in town. Not much, but I can throw together a spare bed for the night.”
Joseph eyed Maklavir darkly. “Yes, you’ve done fairly well for yourself, haven’t you?”
Maklavir straightened. “I’ve been doing a lot of work for the city, in fact. Most of it legal, sorting out property disputes after the battle and fire, that sort of thing. A little diplomatic work, too.”
Joseph gave a cynical chuckle. “How does the King feel about that?”
Maklavir tried to keep his voice pleasant. “I…don’t know. Varnost is sealed up tight. Vorten is on its own right now.” He looked closely at his old friend. “Are you all right, Joseph?”
Joseph turned abruptly, pushing his shoulder between himself and Maklavir. “Fine.”
Maklavir followed quickly after the man, skirting around a growing puddle. “You don’t seem fine.”
“I didn’t ask your opinion.”
“Well I’m giving it anyway.” Maklavir stepped along beside Joseph. He shifted his cap against the falling rain. “Come back to my place, Joseph. Hot food, a bed. I’ve even got some Baderan brandy if you fancy.”
“No thanks, Maklavir.” Joseph headed straight across the plaza, stepping indifferently over the burnt cobblestones. “I’ve got some business to see to here.”
Maklavir actually laughed. “Business? Here? You don’t know anyone here, Joseph.”
“Army business,” Joseph said heatedly. “You’re not the only one who’s found work, you know.”
“I wasn’t saying that, old boy.” Maklavir softened his voice. “Look, the offer’s open. Come late if you need to. I’ll have the doorman—”
“Thanks, Maklavir.” Joseph stomped through a circle of water on the cobblestones. He waved a dismissive hand. “See you around.”
Maklavir stopped short, unused to being dismissed in such a matter.
Joseph kept walking.
“Joseph,” Maklavir called.
The pathfinder hesitated for a moment, then turned back.
“Have you seen her yet?”
Joseph opened his mouth as if he was about to answer, then closed it and shook his head. He looked at Maklavir. “How is she?”
For a moment, Maklavir saw his old friend, that one that he had crossed half of Rothland with.
“The same,” the diplomat said at last.
Joseph looked away as if he had been struck. The rain dripped steadily off the brim of his hat.
“She’s being well cared for, over at the Sanitarium.” Maklavir said. The moment felt tense. Awkward. “I’m paying a private nurse. Good woman. A Baderan, but she knows her stuff.” He paused, feeling a surprising pressure in his chest. “I go to see her every day. To check up on her.”
Joseph looked up. There might have been tears in his eyes, or it might just have been the falling rain. “Has…there been any kind of change? Anything at all?”
Maklavir felt a heaviness on him that seemed would crush him completely. “No,” he said at last. “I’m sorry, Joseph. She hasn’t stirred. Not a mumbled word. Not even a flickering of her eyes.”
Joseph turned his head away quickly.
Maklavir saw a flash on his friend’s face. Anger. No…rage.
“See you around, Maklavir,” Joseph said without turning his head.
Maklavir opened his mouth to speak. 
Joseph stormed off through the steadily increasing downpour.
 
When the pounding came from the front door, Maklavir assumed it was Joseph.
He rolled over in bed, half-asleep and irritated by the reminder that the pillow next to his didn’t contain the head of a beautiful young woman. He fumbled for the bedside clock, breathing out a string of ungentlemanly curses as he struggled to read the hands. 
No use. The curtains cut out any residual moonlight only too well. 
The front door opened downstairs. There were softly murmured voices.
Maklavir buried his head obstinately under his pillow. Regnuthu take Joseph if he was showing up at this hour of night. He could find his own way to bed.
The tromp of feet came up the stairs.
Maklavir kept the pillow firmly pulled over his head.
There was a soft rap at his bedroom door.
Maklavir stuck out his head. He was filled with the unreasonable anger of a man who has been deprived of sleep for so long that regaining it again becomes an epic undertaking. “Come in,” he said.
The door opened a tentative crack. Golden candle light flooded into the room. 
“Sir?” A head poked into the room.
Maklavir sighed.
 It was Guvin, the footman. The man usually had better sense than this. 
Maklavir gave a wave of his hand. “For Eru’s sake, man, just put him in the spare bedroom. Give him some of the leftover roast if he’s hungry. And get that light out of my face.”
“Sorry, sir.” Guvin sounded confused. “It’s…it’s a man from the gendarmes, sir. One of Potemkin’s men.”
Maklavir opened his eyes all the way. He sat up in bed. “Give me ten minutes,” he told the servant.
Ten was pushing it. Most mornings required at least thirty to get properly prepared to meet the challenges of the day, but then Maklavir supposed that in the dead hours of the morning even the demands of style had to be relaxed.
Still, it was barely enough time to get dressed and pull his boots on, and before Maklavir quite realized what was happening he had been shoved into a coach which was soon clattering down the streets of Vorten. To his sleep-fogged brain the things the gendarmes were telling him seemed to make no sense whatsoever. Even as he exited the coach and entered the Jailhouse that was adjacent to City Hall, his mind still could not quite comprehend what he was being told. 
The reality of the situation did not fully seem to hit him until he actually saw his friend Joseph sitting behind bars in the dimly-lit cell. 
“He asked for you, sir,” the gendarme said sheepishly. “I know it is the middle of the night, but—”
“It’s all right, gendarme.” Maklavir tried his best to keep the tiredness out of his voice. “I’d like a word with him, if you please.”
The gendarme saluted sharply. He left the room through the iron door that was the only entrance or exit. 
Maklavir walked to a wooden bench that was set against the wall, and collapsed onto it. He covered his face with his hands.
Joseph kept his face towards the ground. “Hey.”
Maklavir dropped his hands away from his face. “Hey? Hey? That’s all you have to say to me? Hey?”
Joseph looked at his friend through the bars. In the guttering candlelight of the cell, several purple and black bruises were clearly evident on his face. Dried blood stretched from a cut across his scalp. “I don’t need a lecture, Maklavir.”
“Really?” Maklavir’s voice became more strident than usual. “Because from where I’m sitting, you do.” He leaned back against the stone wall. “They say you started a fight with three of Ibramovich’s thugs. In his own tavern, for Eru’s sake.”
Joseph turned his face away. “I didn’t start it. They did.”
“Does it matter?” Maklavir felt a mixture of anger and frustration burn inside him. This must be what it was like to have children. Teenage, irresponsible children, anyway. “Look at you, Joseph. You look terrible. Your face is a mess.”
Joseph gave a half-smile. “You should see the other guys.”
“You’ll be lucky if they don’t press charges.” Maklavir spread his hands out before him. “Joseph, what in Eru’s name were you thinking? What were you doing in that tavern in the first place?”
Joseph looked away uncomfortably. “Just looking for a drink.”
“At the Stamping Stallion?” Maklavir shook his head. “Ibramovich owns half the docks, has ever since the Despair hit Vorten. He and his men are no one you want to mess with.”
“I’m a big boy, Maklavir.” Joseph’s eyes flashed angrily. “I can take care of myself.”
“It that right?” Maklavir was done holding back. He was tired, he was cold, and his naturally sarcastic self was aching to get free. “Then why am I here at…at whatever ungodly time of the morning this is? If you’re so amazingly capable, Joseph, then why in Zanthora are sitting behind metal bars right now?”
Joseph didn’t answer. He hung his head, staring back down at the floor. 
Maklavir sighed and looked away himself. “The gendarmes were babbling things at me the whole ride over. They say you nearly killed one of the men. Badly wounded another.”
“One pulled a knife,” Joseph said.
“They’re saying the whole thing started over liquor and a card game.” Maklavir kept talking as if he had not even heard Joseph’s last comment. “I’ve known you a long time, Joseph. You’ve never gambled at cards. Not once.” He rubbed his hand across his face. “Ashes, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you drink anything stronger than ale.”
Joseph stared at the ground as if his gaze would melt a hole in the floor. “Maybe you don’t know me as well as you think you do.”
“Maybe I don’t,” Maklavir said harshly. He gripped his hands together until the tips of his fingers blushed purple. “Tuldor’s beard, Joseph, you’re acting like Kendril.”
Joseph’s head shot up at the name.
“No,” Maklavir continued. “Worse than Kendril. At least he never got himself locked in a town cell.”
Joseph’s face worked in anger. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You keep saying that.” Maklavir paused for a second. He unclenched his hands, staring hard through the bars at his friend. “This isn’t you, Joseph. You were always the dependable one, the rock. Kendril? Eru only knew what he would ever do. Violent and unpredictable from the day I met him.” He shook his head at the memory. “But you…you were always different. Steady, reliable. If you said something, I knew I could trust you.” He hesitated for a long second. “So did Kara.”
Joseph shot up from his seat. “Don’t you talk about her. Not like this. Not here.”
Maklavir rose up as well. “And why bloody well not? Who’s been taking care of her all of this time, Joseph? You? You were gone with Dutraad’s army with the first thaws.”
Joseph looked as if he would tear the bars apart with his bare hands.”How dare you? I’ve been fighting out there, in the cold and the filth, fighting for you and your Void-cursed country, while you’ve been hanging out here in Vorten and—”
“And what, Joseph?” Maklavir’s face was set like steel. “Living the high life? Sleeping on down pillows while you’ve been braving the hardships of the wild? Please. I’ve been working my fingers to the bone trying to rebuild Vorten, to stop the surviving nobles from tearing each other to pieces, to restore what little functioning government we still have, to negotiate what scraps of support we can get from our neighbors.” A flash of anger appeared in his eyes. “So don’t you play the martyr with me. Not when you’re standing behind bars.”
Joseph turned away, his face red with anger. He looked as though he would drive his fist into the brick wall behind him.
“What in Zanthora happened to you, Joseph?” Maklavir’s voice was suddenly low again. “You’ve changed. You’re not the same man you used to be.”
“Maybe.” Joseph leaned against the wall. His voice was small and distant. “Or maybe I am, and this is really who I always was.” He turned his face back around towards Maklavir. “All right, you’ve said your piece. You can go if you want.”
“Go?” Maklavir looked genuinely surprised. “I’m still your friend, Joseph, even if you’ve forgotten it.”
Joseph looked up at the man, surprised himself. 
Maklavir allowed himself a smile. “I paid your bail on the way in, old chap.” He reached up and rapped on the metal door. 
The guard reappeared with the keys. Two minutes later, the door to Joseph’s cell was open.
The grizzled pathfinder gave a slow nod of his head. “Thanks, Maklavir.”
Maklavir got up from his bench and opened the cell door wide. “No need to thank me, Joseph. I’ve still got a spare bed back home, if you want. And a hot breakfast in the morning.”
Joseph chewed on his beard for a moment, then gave another slow nod of his head. “That’s kind of you.”
“Like I said, I’m your friend.” He patted Joseph on the shoulder. “Now let’s hope that that coach is still here, or I’m afraid we might be in for a very long and very wet walk home.”
For the first time in what seemed a long while, Joseph managed a genuine smile. “All right,” he said softly. Lead on.”
They walked down the row of cells, then out into the main entrance of the Jail.
An older, plump woman stood at the front desk, waving her arms frantically at the gendarme manning it.
Maklavir frowned, then quickened his step. “Iola? Goodness, woman, what are you doing here this time of night?”
The woman spun immediately. “Mr. Maklavir? Oh, thank Eru. I stopped by the house, but Guvin said you had come here, and—”
“Calm down.” Maklavir took the woman by the arms and led her to a nearby bench. “What in Zanthora is the matter? You look as though you’ve seen a ghost.”
“No,” the woman stammered. She was soaked from the falling rain outside, and her body trembled. “I left Volga with her, but I had to find you—”
“Her?” Joseph’s eyes widened as his mind worked out who the woman in front of him was. “Kara? Are you talking about Kara? Are you the Baderan nurse?”
Iola looked up at Joseph, her face stunned and her mouth wide open. She looked barely able to speak.
“Iola.” Maklavir’s voice was deathly calm. “I need you to take a deep breath and tell me right now what has happened.”
The woman did, shuddering as she tried to get control of herself. 
The two men waited. It was an agonizingly long few seconds.
“It’s Kara, Mr. Maklavir,” said Iola. She put a shaking hand on Maklavir’s chest. “She’s awake.”
 



Chapter 5
 
“There.” The militiaman pointed towards a tavern just across from one of the wharfs. “The Demonbane is in there.”
Tomas glanced over at the man in surprise. He had forgotten the informal title that Kendril had picked up during the horrific battle in Vorten. “In there? You’re sure?”
The soldier shuddered. “Aye, I’m sure. With his mule.”
Tomas had started forward, but stopped. “His what?”
“His mule.” The soldier eyed Tomas’ black hooded cloak with unease. “You’re one too, aren’t you? A Ghostwalker?”
Tomas nodded.
“I’ve heard stories, you know. We all have.” The man shrugged. “Still, after what the Demonbane did last night, New Marlin’s grown a little more tolerant for your cult.”
Tomas frowned. “What did he do?”
It was the soldier’s turn to be surprised. “You don’t know?”
“I just got into town an hour ago,” Tomas said irritably. He hated being caught off his guard, and prided himself on knowing things before other people. Whatever feat Kendril had accomplished to win over the people in this place, it must have been fairly impressive.
The soldier smiled, revealing a couple broken teeth. “I’ll let him tell you, sir. I’d be careful if I were you, though.”
Surprise after surprise. Tomas arched an eyebrow. “Careful? Of what?”
The soldier leaned against one of the barrels that were stacked alongside the dock. “He’s…in a bit of a mood, I think. Chased everyone out of the place about an hour or so ago. Haven’t seen him since.”
Tomas stared at the tavern. On closer inspection, he could see that at least one of the front windows was shattered. A wooden stool lay just in front of the door. “And no one’s gone in after him?” Tomas turned his head back towards the soldier. “You haven’t arrested him?”
The man actually laughed. “After what he did last night? He could have half the town if he wanted, sir, and he’d get it. Mayor has told us all to back off. Give him some time to stew.”
Tomas was dying to know exactly what it was that Kendril had done, but his pride prevented him from simply asking, especially now that it was apparent that everyone knew except for him. He pulled his hood up against the light drizzle. “I’m going in.”
The militiaman touched a hand to the brim of his helmet. “As you please, sir. Wouldn’t show any weapons, if I were you.”
Tomas swallowed. He consciously kept his hand away from the handle of the dagger sheathed at his belt, and started towards the tavern’s door. 
The wind off the ocean was cold, the dock boards wet from the gently falling rain. Tomas glanced out towards the harbor.
Wisps of smoke rose from the black, burnt remains of something large on the rocks of the breakwater. It looked like a ship had burned there. People scurried over the breakwater, shouting and lifting things. 
There was something else out there, too, splayed across the rocks a short distance away. It was hard to see exactly what it was through the falling rain and the crowd of people all around it, but it was big.
Tomas reached the door of the tavern and hesitated.
Shattered glass from the window covered the street, shining dully in the falling rain. A wreath of early spring flowers had been hung on the tavern door, but now it was hanging crookedly. Crushed petals littered the threshold. 
Tomas took a breath and walked inside.
The first thing he noticed was the mule, right in the middle of the common room. Apparently the militiaman hadn’t been exaggerating.
The second thing he noticed was the barrel of the loaded flintlock pistol pointed directly at his head.
Tomas stopped, not daring to move a muscle. He slowly raised his gloved hands.
“Tomas? What the devil are you doing here?” Kendril glanced around the barrel of his gun. His booted feet were kicked up on one of the tables. A full flagon of ale was within easy reach of his free hand, as well as yet another loaded pistol which lay on the tabletop. 
“Well,” Tomas said slowly, “I suppose that depends on whether you’re going to shoot me or not.”
Kendril stuck his pistol back in his holster. “Come on in. Place is mine, at least for now.”
Tomas slowly lowered his hands, glancing around the tavern. “So I see.”
“Simon, quit drinking that beer. You’ll give yourself a tummy ache.” Kendril reached over and smacked the creature. 
Simon brayed loudly. He lifted his head up out of a bucket filled with beer that had been placed on the floor. His muzzle was covered with foam. 
“Sure, but I didn’t know you’d be going for seconds.” Kendril took a drink of his own beer. “Have you had anything to eat?”
The mule swished his tail and snorted. 
“Beside the cake,” Kendril said. 
Tomas glanced back and forth between the man and the mule, a look of complete confusion on his face. “So,” he started again, looking around at the overturned chairs and tables in the tavern’s common room, “I see that you’re doing well for yourself here.”
“You could say that.” Kendril put the flagon down heavily on the table and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Folk here threw a celebration for me.”
Tomas cast an appraising eye over the remains of the common room. “Looks like it got a little out of hand.”
Kendril shrugged disinterestedly. “Things started off well enough. Then they refused to let Simon here into the tavern.”
The mule lifted his head from the beer bucket and showed his teeth.
Tomas stared at Kendril as if he were mad. Indeed, he was beginning to wonder if the man was mad. “You…you started a fight and kicked everyone out of here…” Tomas glanced at a broken mirror behind the central bar, “because they wouldn’t let your mule come inside?”
Kendril picked up a carving knife on the table and pointed the sharp end towards Tomas. “That’s discrimination, plain and simple.” He flicked the knife around in his hand and began to cut off a slice of crusty bread that was on the table. 
Tomas paused a beat. He looked awkwardly out the open door of the tavern. “So what exactly—?”
“I killed a giant, flying monster that was attacking the docks.” Kendril took a bite of the bread.
Tomas’ look of general confusion remained firmly in place. “You…what?”
Kendril tore off a hunk of bread and tossed it to Simon. “I killed it. With a whale gun.” He lifted his hand in the air and swooped it down towards the table. “It was coming right at me, and I had a whale gun. I shot it, and I killed it.” He lifted the knife again. “Don’t believe me? It’s right out there on the rocks. Carcass is huge. Go take a look if you want. Everyone else in this cursed city has. They’re chopping up the body for meat, or souvenirs, or maybe potions. Regnuthu take me if I know.”
Tomas stared at his fellow Ghostwalker. “I…don’t understand.”
“Really?” Kendril gave a subdued chuckle. “Because I do. Eru hates me. He’s cursed me, Tomas, cursed me to wander this wretched land without even death as a balm for my suffering.”
Tomas started to answer, but stopped.
“It was barreling right at me.” Kendril kept talking, almost to himself. “It should have killed me. I was willing it to kill me. There’s no way I should have survived.”
Tomas looked out the tavern door. “Then how—?”
“Apparently,” Kendril continued, as if he were tutoring a child, “the beast has one vulnerable spot. Just one.” He pointed the knife towards his face. “The eyes. I shot it in the eye. Iron dart went all the way into the thing’s brain and killed it instantly.”
Tomas swallowed. He felt like he was talking to a lunatic. “That’s…quite a shot.”
“It wasn’t.” Kendril tossed the knife down again and took a drink from his ale. “It was luck. Dumb, stupid, impossible luck. No one could make that shot. Not the best marksman in the world.” He slammed the flagon back down on the table. “Ashes, when the thing hit the breakwater it should have killed me right then.” He gave a despondent sigh. “But it didn’t. Missed me by three feet. Knocked me back into the ocean, but like the fool I was I swam back to the rocks.” He reached over and gave his nearby mule a pat on the flank. “So I’m still here. Eru won’t let me die. It’s His curse on me, my never-ending penance. I can’t atone for my past sins even with death, it seems.”
Tomas stared at the breakwater across the harbor. From where he stood he couldn’t see the carcass of the flying beast. “That sounds like some rather…creative theology.”
“I’ve had a lot of time to think it over,” Kendril said. He lifted his bread. “So why are you here, Tomas?”
Tomas risked taking a step closer. “Looking for you, actually. The Order hasn’t heard from you in a while.”
Kendril smirked. “I didn’t know anyone was particularly worried about me. There’s a Despair on, you know.”
Tomas stepped up the two short stairs to the upper level where Kendril was sitting. “That’s one of the reasons why Olan sent me after you. Things are rough out there. Rothland is burning to the ground.”
Kendril lifted his eyes up. They glimmered darkly. “Olan, huh?”
Tomas tried one of his best smiles. “Yes, Olan. He’s a full commander now, you know.”
Kendril turned his face away as if he had been stabbed. 
Tomas grabbed a chair and turned it around. “Look, Kendril, I know Madris gave you a long leash. She let you work on your own, check in when it suited you.” He sat down, across the table from Kendril. “But things are different now. Madris is dead, and Olan is in charge of the whole northern operation. He doesn’t like people running off on their own with no supervision.”
Kendril took another swig of his beer. “You mean he doesn’t like me.”
Tomas sat back in the chair. “He doesn’t trust you, no. I know the two of you have history.”
Kendril snorted. He glanced over at the mule. “I told you to lay off on the beer, Simon.”
Simon stuck his head back out of the bucket and brayed angrily. He stuck his muzzle back in, noisily slopping the amber liquid.
Kendril narrowed his eyes. “Don’t give me that. Just because I poured it for you doesn’t mean you have to drink it. Especially on an empty stomach.”
Tomas glanced quizzically over at the animal.
Kendril turned his attention back to his own beer and bread. “So Olan sent you here to spy on me?”
Tomas thought for a moment. “Yes.”
Kendril scowled. “You had to take a vow not to lie, didn’t you? I think I’d like it better if you obfuscated every so often. To spare feelings, if nothing else.”
A shadow passed over Tomas’ face. “I’ve told enough lies in my life.” He smiled grimly. “Besides, it’s always better not to ask questions if you don’t expect honest answers, isn’t it?”
Kendril grunted. “Depends.” He took a great bite out of his bread, washing it down with a hearty chug of the ale. “So you’re Olan’s minion. Nice to know some things haven’t changed. Does he want me to come running back to Santaren?”
Tomas cleared his throat. “Well, I suppose that depends. Of course, Olan’s instructions were quite specific.” He lowered his voice. “Look, Kendril, the last thing you told anyone was that you were chasing down a lead. That witch from Vorten—”
Kendril’s eyes hardened. “Bronwyn.”
Tomas nodded. “Bronwyn. Olan thinks going after her is a wild goose chase.”
Kendril stabbed his knife miserably into the bread on the table. “Olan wouldn’t know a goose if it bit him on the behind, wild or not.”
Tomas managed not to smile. “Do you really think Bronwyn is worth chasing down? That’s she’s worth all this effort and trouble?”
Kendril went for the beer again. “Doesn’t really matter, does it? I’ve lost her either way.” He took another hearty drink. “Last one who saw her was some crazy cultist on that ship out on the breakwater, the one that burned last night. And he’s not talking anytime soon.”
Tomas rubbed his chin. “Sounds like you’ve given up on finding her.”
Kendril glared at him. “I still think Bronwyn knows something big. She’s definitely worth hunting down.”
“I’ve interrogated cultists and worshippers of the Seteru from Vorten to Archangel,” Tomas said. “No one’s had any information of any kind of larger plan or grand scheme. Not like what you’re talking about. Right now all the information we have points to this being exactly what it seems like…a coordinated but haphazard series of minor uprisings and attacks in cities across Rothland.”
Kendril gave a determined shake of his head. “No, it’s more than that. Every Despair has been more than that. There’s a bigger attack still coming. I know it. All these cults springing up everywhere, they’re just preparing the way for the big thrust. Softening us up, turning nation against nation.”
Tomas tilted his head. “I don’t know, Kendril…”
“Everyone thought I was crazy back in Vorten too, remember?” Kendril’s face twitched. “Especially Olan.”
Tomas crossed his arms. “So Bronwyn’s really this important?”
Kendril looked away, one hand still on his half-empty flagon. “I don’t know. But we have to start somewhere.” He looked back at Tomas. “But I lost her. New Marlin’s huge. Ships come in and out of here all the time. It would take me weeks to question everyone in the harbor and the boarding houses.”
“Well,” said Tomas with a sly smile, “it appears that for once I’m ahead of someone here in New Marlin.”
Kendril stopped the flagon half-way to his mouth. “You know where Bronwyn is?”
“I…have a notion.”
The flagon thumped as it hit the table. “Tell me.”
Tomas leaned forward. “One condition. I come along.”
Kendril sneered. “So you can tell Olan what we’re up to?”
“Exactly.”
Kendril’s sneer turned into a withering scowl. “I work alone, Tomas.”
“That’s not what I saw in Vorten,” Tomas replied quickly. “You had three other people with you. You even called them your team, if I remember correctly.”
A quick flash of pain passed over Kendril’s face. “I work alone.”
“Not anymore.” Tomas stabbed his finger on the table top. “This is my neck on the line too, Kendril. Olan’s hopping mad about you going off on this crazy pursuit. Eru help me, I have a gut feeling that you might be right about Bronwyn, but I’m not going to pay the price for it if you’re wrong.”
“So,” said Kendril coldly, “you want to share the glory with me if we uncover something big, but you’re going to throw me to the dogs if this turns out to be a waste of time?”
Tomas grinned. “Now you get it.”
Kendril’s face was dark. He clutched his hand tightly on the flagon, then gave a slow nod. “Alright. What do you know?”
“Found a man in Shawnor,” Tomas said casually. “Part of one of the cults there. Chalranu, or Harnathu, one of the major Seteru. I forget which exactly.”
Kendril waited patiently. His hand gripped the flagon tighter.
“Anyway, the witch had passed through there.”
“That was weeks ago,” Kendril growled. 
Tomas lifted his hands defensively. “I know, I know. Hear me out, will you? The man mentioned that this woman, I assume your Bronwyn, mentioned going east. Across the Strait.”
Kendril looked hard at Tomas. “East? You’re sure?”
Tomas gave a short nod. “It makes sense, doesn’t it? New Marlin would be the perfect jumping-off point to catch a ship that way.”
“Jothland,” Kendril breathed. A new fire shone in his eyes. “That must mean something. There are barbarian tribes in Jothland, in the Wastelands. That might be where the Seteru are going to make their assault from.”
Tomas spread his hands on the table. “Possibly. It’s a lead, at any rate.”
Kendril’s mind was working furiously. “There’s only one port she could put in at. Redemption. It’s a small enough town. Someone like her would be sure to get noticed.”
“She might have gone up-country,” Tomas said cautiously. “Or put in somewhere further north along the coast, met up with one of those barbarian tribes.”
Kendril gave a determined shake of his head. “No. She couldn’t get past the Wall without being noticed. And there’s no where along the coast suitable for landing, not for miles. It’s all cliffs and jagged rocks. You can’t even get a rowboat in.”
Tomas gave Kendril a curious look. “You sound like you know the place well.”
Kendril gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “Old history. The point is, no ship from New Marlin would sail anywhere in Jothland except Redemption. Bronwyn will almost certainly be headed there.”
Tomas arched an eyebrow. “And after that?”
Kendril drowned the last bit of ale, and set the empty flagon down with a loud clink. “Eru only knows. But if we can find her first, we’ll make her tell us what she knows.” He reached over the table and clapped Tomas hard on the shoulder. “Maybe you’re not such a weasel after all, Tomas.”
The other Ghostwalker gave a dagger-thin smile. “Just doing my part to help the Order.”
Kendril rose from his seat. “We don’t have a minute to lose. We’ll need passage east. There might be a ship heading out with the evening tide.” He turned and gave Simon a hard smack on the flank. “Get your head out of that bucket, boy. I need you able to walk.”
The mule stuck his head out and spat beer at Kendril.
Kendril raised a finger. “Don’t think I’m going to let that go, you big lout.” He glanced around. “Now where’s Marley?”
Tomas started to get up from his chair, and stopped. “Who?”
“Marley!” Kendril stepped over to an overturned table, and kicked a huddled form behind it. “Get up. We’re going.”
The old sailor lifted his head with a groan.”Uhh. Huh?” He rubbed his eyes with a grimy fist. “What’s going on?”
“We’re leaving.” Kendril nodded towards the mule. “Get Simon. And watch out, he’s had a lot of beer.”
Marley moaned. He tried to get up to a sitting position. “So have I.”
Tomas wrinkled his nose. “What on Zanthora? Kendril, who is this person?”
Kendril snatched the last of the bread off the table. “My new manservant.”
Tomas rocked back on his heels. “What?”
Marley’s face went white. “What?”
Kendril glanced back over his shoulder. “You swore up and down last night, called on Eru himself to deal with you ever so severely if you didn’t serve me. Don’t you remember?”
Marley put a hand to his head. “Remember? No, I don’t remember. My head is pounding like a sledge hammer.”
Kendril shrugged. “Half the tavern heard you. I tried to talk you out of it, but you wouldn’t listen to me. Kept saying I had saved your life.”
“Saved my life?” Marley leapt to his feet, and almost fell back over again. He grabbed the tumbled table in front of him for balance. “Are you daft? You almost got me killed!”
Kendril picked up his pistol from the table and stuck it into his belt. “I agree. You should have listened to me.”
Simon shook his head at Marley. 
Tomas took a step towards Kendril and lowered his voice. “You can’t be serious. You’re taking this…this drunkard along with us?”
Kendril examined the bread for a moment, then stuffed it into a pocket in his cloak. “Not really my idea.” He considered for a moment. “Though it would be nice to have someone along to carry the bags. Simon gets tired of doing it all the time.”
The mule brayed his agreement.
“Carry bags?” Marley staggered forward, his face flushed. “Now see here. Ghostwalker or not, you’ve no right to—”
Kendril turned to the door. “I don’t care either way, Marley. Just be careful going outside.”
The old sailor paused. “Going…what?”
Kendril raised his hood. “You called on Eru to strike you dead with lightning if you reneged on your oath.” 
Marley’s mouth dropped open. He stared at Kendril’s retreating back.
Kendril whistled.
Simon wheeled and followed his master out of the tavern, swaying unsteadily from side to side as he walked.
“Watch out,” Kendril said in a low voice to Tomas. “If he gets sick you don’t want to be standing in front of him.”
Tomas hurriedly took a step to the side.
They exited the tavern and walked out onto the wet planks of the dockside.
Tomas glanced back at the tavern entrance. “He’s not coming.”
“Wait for it,” Kendril said with a half-smile. 
Three seconds later Marley came running out of the door, casting one fearful eye on the sky above him. “Wait! Mr. Kendril, wait!”
Tomas frowned. He dropped his voice to a harsh whisper. “Did he really swear an oath to you last night?”
Kendril smiled. “Well, that’s hard to say. Unlike you, I haven’t promised never to lie.”
“Great.” Tomas looked out over the harbor. He could just make out the massive carcass of the beast that Kendril had killed the night before, lying across the rocks of the breakwater. “Finding Bronwyn better be worth all this, Kendril.”
The Ghostwalker’s eyes glittered. “Trust me, Tomas, it is.”
 
The wind tore around Kendril’s black cloak, making it flap and flutter like the wings of a raven. Ahead of the ship the sky was just beginning to fade into the rosy colors of dawn. The ocean was dark and restless before them. 
Tomas came up behind Kendril. His own cloak was wrapped around him against the cold. 
“Looks like fair sailing,” Kendril remarked without turning around.
Tomas stepped up beside his fellow Ghostwalker. He peered over the bow of the ship. “I hate the ocean,” he murmured. “I’ve only been over to Jothland once, years ago.”
Kendril rubbed his hands together against the freezing wind. “Really?”
“Really. To kill a man in Redemption. Some cultist who was stirring up trouble.” Tomas looked out at the dark water. “That was back when I had just taken the Vow. At the time it didn’t really seem different than my old life.”
Kendril smirked. “And what exactly did you do in your old life, Tomas?”
“You first.” Tomas gave Kendril a sharp glance. “You’ve been to Jothland before, haven’t you? Spent some time there, maybe?”
Kendril’s eyes hardened. “No business of yours, Tomas. You know what we have to do. Get to Redemption, track down the witch, and get the information we need out of her. Simple.”
Tomas nodded slowly. “Right. I also know the past has a way of catching up with us. And I don’t like surprises. So if there’s anything you need to tell me before we set foot on land, I think now would be the time.”
“Sure,” said Kendril. “I have something to say. I don’t trust you, Tomas. And I don’t like you, either. Anything else you want to know?”
Tomas smiled. “No, I’d say that about covers it. At least the feeling is mutual, then.”
Kendril grunted. He turned his face back towards the churning sea.
Tomas turned away and headed back up the deck.
Kendril remained silent for a few seconds. The wind was like ice on his face. Tears stung his eyes. He continued to stare straight ahead, across the water and towards the rising sun.
He was returning at last, after all these years. To Jothland. To Redemption.
Home.
 



Chapter 6
 
The Sanitarium was just outside the Vorten city wall on the western side, far enough in the country to be relatively secluded, but also still within easy reach of the town proper. It was a short enough carriage ride to the estate, but for Joseph and Maklavir it still seemed to take an eternity.
Iola sat weeping out of sheer nerves and stress. It was impossible to get much out of her at all. 
Maklavir sat dutifully beside the plump woman, patting her hand and telling her not to worry. He looked anxiously out the carriage window from time to time at the slowly passing landscape. 
Joseph sat on the opposite side of the carriage. His face was drained of color. He set his eyes on the opposite wall of the carriage, staring at it as if willing the vehicle to move faster than it was. He was tensed, crouched, as if preparing to spring on an enemy any second. 
Maklavir sat up in his seat. His consolations to Iola became somewhat less earnest and convincing as the carriage passed a large, neatly trimmed hedge.
Joseph glanced out the window, his face stormy.
Outside the day was dawning cold and gray. The first songs of birds could be heard on the wet morning air. 
The carriage entered a large circle turnabout. Outside the carriage window the Sanitarium came into view.
It was a beautiful manor house, several centuries old and made out of yellowed stone. Ivy clung to the walls, and the well-kept lawn stretched away from the building for quite a distance. Just visible was a wide pond with several ducks floating and bobbing in the still water. Patches of morning mist stuck to the grass like fallen wool. 
The house had been a nobleman’s residence once, before the last Baderan War. After the man’s son had been killed in the fighting, the old nobleman had willed his estate to the Army, who in turn had turned it into a hospital for soldiers of the war. Over time it had been closed down, then repurposed as a monastery, and then as a Sanitarium. 
After the last cultist uprising in Vorten, the population of patients had dramatically increased. 
Joseph was out of the carriage like a shot before it had even stopped. He leapt up the broad stairs of the mansion without stopping, and headed right for the front doors.
Maklavir gave Iola one last soothing remark, then quickly exited the carriage himself. He followed his friend up the stairs, his heart pumping hard and his hands unusually sweaty.
The entrance hall of the Sanitarium was dominated by a large desk that had been placed against one wall. Two women in the long white robes of nurses were arguing heatedly with Joseph, blocking his way. 
The pathfinder unconsciously had one hand gripped on the hilt of his sword.
Maklavir rushed forward and put a restraining hand on Joseph’s arm. “It’s me,” he said to the women. “Iola is still in the carriage. She told us that Kara has come out of her coma. Is that true?”
The two nurses looked at each other, then back at Maklavir.
“And who is this?” the older nurse demanded, sticking out her chin at Joseph.
“A friend,” Maklavir said hesitantly “Mine and Kara’s. Now please tell us, has she really awakened?”
The older nurse crossed her arms, glaring at Joseph with a look that would have turned a lesser man into stone. “This is not a dance hall or card house,” she said crossly. “We do not allow any ragamuffins who so please to come barging in here, unannounced and at whatever hour they choose. Our patients have very specific needs, and that includes a certain degree of security, not to mention peace and quiet—”
“Yes, yes,” said Maklavir, trying to keep the irritation out of his voice. He struggled for a moment to remember the woman’s name, even though he had seen her countless times before. “Look…Grelda, we need to know about Kara. Is she awake? Can we see her?”
Iola arrived at the door to the mansion, huffing and puffing from the climb up the steps. 
Grelda gave the nurse a frosty glare, then looked back at Maklavir. “You certainly cannot see her at once, no. And not now. It is not even breakfast time—”
“Regnuthu take you, woman!” Joseph exploded, his face red and his eyes flaming. “Is she awake?”
Maklavir instinctively caught his friend’s arm, pulling him a step back. 
Grelda looked flustered, but determined to hold her ground. “Now see here, young man, I’ll not have that kind of talk here. It’s highly uncivilized, not to mention rude.” She straightened her shoulders and smoothed out her robe. “For your information, she has recovered from her coma.”
Both men were silent for a moment.
Joseph took a step back. The anger seemed to drain completely out of him. “Please,” he said in a whisper. “Please, I need to see her.”
Grelda’s face softened, but only the tiniest little bit. “She…” The older nurse hesitated, as if unsure what to say next. “Look, you must try to understand. The girl is awake, but she is still not quite…herself.”
Maklavir felt the room spin around him. He caught at the edge of the desk to steady himself. 
Joseph looked as if he would collapse himself. “What do you mean?”
Iola broke into a fresh new round of weeping.
Grelda diverted her attention to the other nurse, seemingly glad of the distraction. “Now that’s enough out of you, Iola. Eru knows there’s no room for that kind of emotional nonsense here.”
“What do you mean she’s not herself?” Joseph repeated. His voice was more strident than ever. 
Grelda looked at the grizzled pathfinder again. “You must understand, sir, that Kara has been a coma for weeks. Months. It often takes time for a person to adjust again when they finally regain consciousness.” She hesitated a beat, as if unsure whether to add the final thought. “And as I am sure you know, if you really are her friend, that she was grievously wounded.”
The two men glanced at each other.
Kara had been shot by Kendril during the last stage of the battle for Vorten, when the Seteru spirit known as Indigoru had possessed her body through the pendant known as the Soulbinder. Some of the shards of the Soulbinder had cut deep into Kara’s chest. At least one or two had been lodged so deep that they could not be removed.
Maklavir read the same fear in Joseph’s eyes that he was feeling himself. 
Joseph put a hand on the hilt to his rapier. “We need to see her. Now.”
Grelda furrowed her brows. “Now? Do you have any idea how early it is? I can never—”
“You need to understand me,” said Joseph in a low voice. “I am going to see Kara one way or the other.”
Maklavir squeezed the man’s arm tight. “Joseph,” he said in a harsh whisper, “for the love of Eru, don’t make this worse.”
Grelda looked angrily at both men. “This is highly irregular. The girl has barely been awake for more than an few hours—”
Maklavir looked over at the nurse. “Grelda, please. You know me. I have always been prompt with the payments for Kara’s care, haven’t I? I’ve been here often to check up on her. Five minutes. That’s all we’re asking.”
Joseph shot Maklavir a warning glance, but the diplomat ignored him.
“Well,” Grelda gave a deep sigh. “You have always been the perfect gentleman, Maklavir.” She stared hard at Joseph. “Unlike your new friend here.” She gave a slow nod of her head. “Five minutes. No more. And if I say the visit is terminated earlier than that, you’ll both have to leave.”
“Agreed,” Maklavir said swiftly.
Joseph looked as if he wanted to leap forward and throttle the woman. “Agreed,” he said between clenched teeth.
“All right then,” Grelda said, smoothing her white robe like a hen ruffling its feathers. “Follow me, if you please.” She looked over at Iola. “I’ll deal with you later.”
The two men started to follow her.
“Oh,” said Grelda suddenly, turning around on them, “one more thing. Your weapons will have to stay here.”
Maklavir gave a smile that he did not feel in the slightest. “Of course, Grelda.” He unbuckled his sheathed sword and put it next to the front desk.
Joseph didn’t move a muscle.
Grelda glared at him. “It’s for the safety of the patients,” she said coldly. “There is no reason that you’ll need your sword in our establishment.”
Maklavir looked over at Joseph. “For Eru’s sake, man,” he hissed, “what’s wrong with you? Drop the sword.”
Joseph looked over at his friend with a face pale with anger.
“Talin’s ashes,” said Maklavir in exasperation. “Do you want to see Kara or not?”
With slow, measured movements, Joseph removed his rapier and put it down by the desk. 
Grelda eyed Joseph uneasily, as if she was having second thoughts about letting him into the Sanitarium at all. Finally, she turned and waved her hand. “Follow me, gentlemen. And remember, five minutes only.”
“You’re embarrassing me,” Maklavir whispered to Joseph as they climbed the stairs after the nurse. “What in Zanthora’s name did you think we needed weapons in here for, anyway?”
Joseph looked over at Maklavir. “What...if Kara’s not there?”
Maklavir reached the landing and turned towards the next flight of stairs. “What are you talking about? Who else would we see?”
Joseph gave Maklavir a look with eyes so pained and hard that they sent a chill down the diplomat’s spine. “It hasn’t occurred to you, yet? We don’t know yet if the goddess is wholly gone.”
Maklavir felt the blood pound in his ears. His foot missed the next step, and he stumbled.
The terrifying possibility that Joseph was suggesting had not entered his mind at all. A year ago he would easily have laughed the mere suggestion of such a thing off with ease.
Now he found himself whispering a prayer to Eru as he climbed.
They reached the top of the stairs, and headed down a long corridor filled with side chambers and closed doors. Down the hall came the echoing cry of someone weeping. A repeated pounding came from inside one of the rooms.
A white-robed nurse rushed out of one door and scurried past them.
Grelda didn’t even glance at the commotion.
Maklavir tugged nervously at his cape. The hair stood up on the back of his neck. His nostrils twitched at the strange, disagreeable odors that filled the hall.
“This is where you put her?” Joseph stared askance at the hallway before them. 
“Yes,” said Maklavir, trying to keep his voice down despite his rising anger. “It’s the finest Sanitarium within a hundred miles.”
Joseph glanced at a chamber pot that stood outside one of the doors. “Doesn’t seem like it,” he said gruffly.
Maklavir’s hand twitched. He was doubly glad he didn’t have his sword on him at the moment. “Well, you wouldn’t know, would you? You haven’t even been here to visit Kara once, have you?”
Joseph’s face flinched, but his eyes kept their flickering anger. “I was off helping Dutraad fight the war, Maklavir. How—?”
“Oh, yes,” said Maklavir sarcastically. “You always bring up how you’ve been heroically off fighting our war for us. What you seem to forget is that you left me high and dry here in Vorten, with Kara to care for and—” He stopped, suddenly noticing that Grelda was staring at them.
“Quiet,” she said with a finger over lips. “There are patients resting here.” She turned around and began walking again.
Maklavir snapped his mouth shut and bit down the rest of his anger.
Joseph pushed past without another word, his face clouded over.
Somewhere down the hall came the echoing sound of maniacal laughter.
Maklavir glanced behind him. The hairs prickled across the back of his neck.
“Here,” said Grelda at last. She gestured to a wooden door in the corridor, and stood off to one side. “I will see if she is up yet.”
Maklavir and Joseph stood awkwardly in the corridor for a moment, avoiding eye contact with each other. 
Down the hall, a door slammed.
Maklavir almost jumped out of his skin at the noise.
Grelda came out again, her face stern. “Five minutes,” she reminded them. She held the door open and gestured inside.
Having come this far, both Joseph and Maklavir found themselves inexplicably hesitating.
Maklavir took a deep breath and stepped inside.
His heart jumped up into his throat.
Kara was there, sitting on the edge of her bed in a simple nightgown. Her once long, red hair had been cut incredibly short, so that it now barely went past her ears. Her skin was an unhealthy white. She stared at the wall of the room, twisting her hands over and over and muttering something to herself under breath.
Maklavir froze, unsure for a moment if Joseph had been right or not. Was this really Kara, or had Indigoru somehow remained in the girl’s mind and body? He cleared his throat. “Hello, Kara.”
The beautiful redhead didn’t look up. She kept her gaze focused on the wall. Her hands continued their strange twisting motion. 
“So far she has been unresponsive to the nurses,” said Grelda unhelpfully.
Maklavir stared at the girl. He felt sick. There was no trace of the fiery, fiercely independent thief and world-class archer he had once known. It was like looking at a shell of his friend.
“I warned you that she had not yet recovered,” Grelda said in a quiet voice. There was something almost like sympathy in her words. “Kara is still…adjusting.”
Maklavir glanced over his shoulder. 
Joseph stood in the doorway, as if afraid to enter the room. His eyes were fastened on Kara. 
Kara didn’t look up at him, or at any of them. She kept muttering to herself. 
Maklavir cleared his throat. “Kara,” he started to say, struggling to keep his tone steady, “I don’t know if you can hear me, but we are here for you. Joseph is here, and so am I. We—” He paused, momentarily surprised by the surge of emotion that was catching in his throat. “We aren’t going to leave you.”
“Fangs in the east,” Kara said, her voice barely above a whisper. She continued to stare at the wall. Her hands worked furiously.
Maklavir instinctively leaned in, barely catching her soft words. “Beg pardon?”
Grelda gave a dismissive wave. “It’s nonsense. The only thing she’s been saying since she came out of her coma.”
Joseph stared harder at Kara, but still didn’t come into the room. All the color was drained from his face.
“Fangs in the east,” Kara repeated. Her head tilted slightly. She muttered something else again, under her breath.
Maklavir couldn’t make out what it was. He stepped closer. “What is it, Kara? Fangs? What fangs?” He looked back to Joseph and Grelda. “Is she talking about the Despair in Vorten?”
Joseph didn’t respond. He looked as though he were seeing a ghost.
Grelda shrug. “It’s nonsense. Doesn’t mean anything at all.”
Maklavir ignored her. He kneeled down next to Kara, trying to catch her words.
“Fangs in the east,” the redhead said. Her voice was strange, almost in a sing-song or a chant. “Shadow in the south.”
Maklavir felt his flesh crawl. The air in the room seemed to suddenly grow chiller.
Kara still didn’t look at him. “A fire rises in the west,” she murmured.  
Maklavir didn’t understand what Kara was saying. But he couldn’t shake the feeling that it wasn’t nonsense.
Grelda took a step forward. “Mr. Maklavir, we need to give Kara some space. I—”
Joseph’s hand shot out and snatched Grelda by the arm.
The old nurse looked back at Joseph in shock. “What? Let go of me at once—”
Maklavir leaned in, desperate to hear Kara’s words. “I’m here, Kara,” he said. He grabbed her cold hands in his own. “Talk to me.”
“Fangs in the east, shadow in the south, a fire rises in the west.” Kara still wouldn’t make eye contact with him, and her voice was still in the strange chant-like cadence. “To find the key, to defeat all three, seek the raven lost in the sea.”
Maklavir stared at her helplessly.
Grelda pulled her arm out of Joseph’s grip. “You see? Nonsense. Now I must ask the two of you to leave. Kara needs her rest.”
Maklavir stared hard at Kara, trying to get the girl to look at him.
Nothing. She repeated the words she had said before in a harsh whisper, her eyes set on the wall of the room.
“Gentlemen,” Grelda said impatiently. 
“Maklavir,” Joseph said quietly, “she’s gone.”
Maklavir closed his eyes, gripping Kara’s hands tightly for a moment. He had so much to say to her. Now he would never be able to say anything at all. With a sick feeling he started back to his feet.
Kara leapt forward suddenly and grabbed both Maklavir’s arms. 
Joseph started into the room, a look of wild fear on his face.
Maklavir froze. His heart hammered in his chest.
“Maklavir!” Kara said. She was looking right at him, her eyes glinting like a person suffering from fever. “Kendril! You have to find Kendril. He’s in great danger. I’ve seen it. He needs us. Fangs in the east, fangs in the east—” She fell back onto the bed, shuddering and convulsing.
“Kara!” Maklavir cried. He leapt forward and snatched her flailing arms.
She was in a full seizure. Her eyes were distant again, staring at the ceiling. She shook and trembled, her body out of control. 
Grelda leapt out into the hall. “Nurses!” she shouted. In a heartbeat she was back in the room, right next to Kara at the bed. She looked up at Maklavir and Joseph. “Both of you out now!”
Like sheepish children, both Maklavir and Joseph obeyed without question. They moved out into the hall just as three white-robed nurses entered the room after them. The door slammed shut. 
Maklavir removed his cap and ran a hand through his dark hair. “Great Eru,” he breathed. His hands were still shaking. He turned to Joseph. “Did you hear her?”
Joseph stared at the closed door for a long moment in silence. Then he looked at Maklavir. “I heard a woman who can seem to remember everyone’s name, even the man who shot her, except one. Mine.”
Maklavir opened his mouth, but had no answer.
Joseph turned and walked back towards the stairs.
 



Chapter 7
 
The seagulls were the first sign of approaching land. They wheeled high in the sky, shrieking as they glided on the wind and swooped down on the water.
Kendril scowled up at their white shapes, then cocked an eye towards the eastern horizon.
The day was cold but clear. The weather was holding remarkably well. It wasn’t uncommon for storms to sweep through the Strait of Jagara in the early spring, but so far their voyage had been relatively quiet. 
Kendril disappeared below decks and sought out Simon.
The poor mule was in a stall smaller than any he had ever had to put up with on land. On top of that, had been unable to keep any food down during the voyage. He snorted unhappily as he saw Kendril.
The Ghostwalker shrugged. “I know, boy. But we’re almost to land. What was I supposed to do, leave you in New Marlin?”
Simon turned his head away.
Kendril gave the beast an affectionate rub on his muzzle. “You’ll feel better once you’ve got your hooves on dry land again, I promise.”
Simon flicked his tail, and gave Kendril a gentle nudge. 
Kendril’s face darkened. “I haven’t told them. There hasn’t been a chance to.”
Simon gave Kendril a reproving look.
The Ghostwalker sighed. “Alright, I haven’t made a chance. It’s just Marley and Tomas, boy, and neither of them need to know. It would be different if it was Joseph or Maklavir or—” He stopped mid-sentence, unable to say the final name. “If any of them were here right now.”
Simon brayed softly.
“That’s not fair,” said Kendril sharply. “Joseph told me to go, and Eru knows he didn’t want me anywhere around Kara. Not after what happened. And Bronwyn was on the run. I’m a Ghostwalker, Simon, you know that. The mission always comes first. That’s what we signed up for.”
Simon lowered his head with a whine. 
Kendril scratched his mane. “I know, boy,” he said in a whisper. “I miss them too.”
From above decks came a shouted call.
Simon lifted his head up.
Kendril gave him one last pat. “Land. You’ll be out in no time, pal. Just hang in there.” He turned and headed back to the deck.
The long gray shape of land was just beginning to form to the east. Spitting rain was pelting the boat. The sky above had quickly clouded over. 
Kendril shuddered and pulled on his black gloves. He watched the crew for a moment, then noticed Marley coming up behind him.
“Oh, my aching back,” the old sailor said. “I’ve been sleeping on a sack of potatoes, Mr. Kendril.”
“Oh, quit your complaining, Marls.” Kendril instinctively checked that his flintlock pistols were snug in their holsters. “Besides, how often do you get passage on a sea voyage without having to work your way across?”
Marley scratched his scratchy white beard. “Sure you have that right, Mr. Kendril. And I don’t mean to complain none. But I’ll be happy enough even to have a decent hammock to put my aching back into.”
Kendril took a deep breath of the salt air. “I’m with you there. I wonder if any of the inns in Redemption have a genuine feather bed?”
Marley gave a good-natured shrug of his shoulders. “Sure as I don’t know, Mr. Kendril. I imagine we’ll find out soon enough.” He peered through the pelting raindrops at the gray coastline that was growing steadily larger. “Ah, Jothland. Been a while since I laid eyes on it. A cold land with cold people, they say. Rain and rocks and trees aplenty.”
Kendril stared straight ahead, but didn’t reply.
“Here now, what’s that there?” Marley pointed off the port side of the vessel. 
A tumble of white blocks stood on the top of the nearby cliffs. Time and age had stained them almost brown, and many were cracked and broken. Still, their great size was evident. Even in its ruined condition the stack of old stones stretched several dozen feet high.
Kendril cast an appraising eye at the blocks. “That’s the old Rajathan lighthouse. There are ancient ruins all over Jothland, all the way to the Wall and beyond.”
Marley cocked an eyebrow. “This was their homeland, wasn’t it? The Rajathan Empire? You’ll forgive my ignorance, sir. I’m just a humble sailor, after all. Not much schooling.”
Kendril hid a smile. “Yes. The Rajathans were a great people once. Until the First Despair came and destroyed them.” He nodded towards the growing coastland. “The Forbidden City is inland, hundreds of miles from here. Ruined temples, manor houses, great markets. All overgrown and abandoned, haunted by wolves and vultures.”
Marley made a sign against evil across his chest. “The Forbidden City? They say the place is haunted with the spirits of the dead. There’s a curse on that place, sir, if you don’t mind me saying so.”
Kendril gave a pensive nod of his head. “I suppose so. But there’s beauty and grandeur too.  Even in its fallen state, The Forbidden City burns itself into your mind. Makes you wonder how much we have really advanced over the centuries.”
Marley gave a nervous laugh. “You talk almost as if you’ve seen the city for yourself, Mr. Kendril.”
Kendril glowered at the coast, but didn’t respond.
“That’s because he has, Marley.” Tomas stepped up next to them, his approach as silent as a cat’s. “Haven’t you, Kendril?”
Kendril’s face twitched with irritation. “Once. A long time ago.”
Marley’s face drained white.
“Oh get a hold of yourself,” Kendril shot back at the sailor. “Maybe I’m cursed and maybe I’m not, but at least I didn’t call on Eru to strike me dead with lightning.”
Marley cringed back and threw a quick glance up at the glowering sky.
Trees appeared on the shoreline, clustered on the tops of the tall gray cliffs. They were the tall, green firs and pines common to Jothland. The ocean crashed and heaved on the rocky shores in great frothing white explosions. The rain increased in tempo, rattling hard on the deck of the ship.
Tomas pulled up his hood against the driving rain. “There it is,” he said with a nod of his head. “Dancing Harbor.”
Ahead and to the left there was a large opening in the otherwise impassible cliff walls. As the ship sailed closer the gap became larger and more pronounced. It curved in to the east, making a wide passage. The rocks at the base of the cliffs were covered with the long, gray shapes of sea lions. Chittering cries in the thousands came from swarms of seabirds that covered the side of the cliff itself.
Kendril swallowed. There was a swell of uneasiness inside him. Now he knew what it must have been like for Maklavir that day they had crossed over into Valmingaard from Merewith.
“You think we’ll find her in Redemption?” Tomas asked, almost casually. “It’s not a big town, from what I remember.”
Kendril nodded his head, pulling himself back into the present moment. “No, it’s not. Nothing like New Marlin. If she’s holed up somewhere inside the walls I think we can ferret her out easily enough.”
Tomas watched curiously as the ship began to turn into the mouth of the harbor. “I can’t help but wonder why she would come here at all.” He turned his head to gaze at the bellowing sea lions as they sailed past. “This is practically the back-end of civilization. Not a lot of places to hide.”
“She didn’t come here to hide.” Kendril felt a tightness in his throat as he watched the familiar approach to Redemption loom ahead. “I think it’s connected with the Despair. She knows something, and we’re going to find out what it is.”
Marley gave a moan from behind them.
Kendril turned around in surprise. He had half-forgotten the old man was there.
“Despairs and demons,” the sailor muttered. “It’s my own death you’re dragging me to, Mr. Kendril, and no mistake about that. “
Kendril sniffed. “If it’s any consolation to you, Marley, I’m fairly certain that if I’m dragging you to your death than I’m also dragging us to ours as well.”
“Well I know that makes me feel better,” Tomas said snippishly.
“I thought you weren’t supposed to lie,” Kendril said with a grin.
“Not lies. Sarcasm. Totally different.”
Kendril looked ahead. The entrance to the rocky harbor curved to the right, heading south. Just around that bend, he knew, would be the first glimpse of the town of Redemption.
A tall, fortified manor appeared on the hill as the ship made its way around the bend. It was gray with age, but was still magnificent.
Marley gazed at the large house. “I’d love to be the bloke that lives in that place.”
“The old Ravenbrook estate,” said Kendril tightly. “It’s abandoned now.”
Tomas glanced over at his fellow Ghostwalker. “Ravenbrook?”
Kendril strolled restlessly on the deck, watching the curving harbor entrance restlessly. “One of the two main families that built Redemption. There, you can see the old Ravenbrook saw mill there.”
A large, run-down wooden building had appeared on the hill, just down the slope from the estate. A long, flat grade ran down the hill from the mill to the rocky beach at the water’s edge. The remains of several shacks and wooden buildings clustered around the edges of the grade.
Tomas inclined his head. “What’s that?” 
“The old log road,” Kendril said darkly. “That’s where they would move the logs down into the water.”
Tomas arched an eyebrow. “You seem to know a lot about Jothland, Kendril.”
Kendril didn’t respond.
The ship swung to the right. Rain rippled off the gray water of the harbor. Gulls screamed in the whipping wind.
And there was Redemption.
The town itself was up on a large hill that dominated the harbor. It was surrounded by a palisade wall, thick heavy logs with sharpened tops. Tall, round towers were positioned strategically along the wall itself, providing points of defense. The roofs of dozens of buildings were just visible over the top wall. Smoke curled and drifted up from numerous chimneys, dark and gray in the cold air. 
The harbor was just a collection of long, weathered docks. A cluster of old warehouses stood on the rocky beach. The path that ran from the dock up towards the town on the hill was covered by wooden walls like those that surrounded the city, providing a covered connection between the harbor and the town itself. 
Tomas looked up to the right of the town towards another manor house that was half-hidden behind some tall evergreens. “Whose house is that?”
Kendril stared bleakly at the shape of the stone manor house. “That’s the Blackstone estate.”
“The other major family in Redemption?”
Kendril shrugged. “Last time I was here, anyways. The two families have been at odds for generations, each fighting the other for control of the town and the lumber business.”
“Looks like the Blackstones came out on top,” Tomas commented. 
There was another cluster of logging and mill buildings near the top of the hill, just west of the town walls. Another long grade, like the one near the Ravenbrook estate, swept down the hillside towards the water below. 
This one, however, was muddy and slimy with constant use. Even as they watched, several logs were being slid down the hill into the churning gray water of the harbor. The wooden shacks and buildings that sprouted on either side of the log road bled smoke into the sky from numerous chimneys. Figures moved in and out of the alleys and across the log road itself.
Tomas gave the shanties and cottages a frowning glance. “Looks like the bad side of town.”
“About right.” Kendril crossed his arms. “Cheap inns, poppy dens and cock-fighting rings with plenty of liquor mixed in. A log road tends to attract the dregs of society.”
Tomas glanced over at Kendril. “You think Bronwyn could be somewhere there?”
Kendril shrugged. “Not really her style. She’s always seemed to be drawn more to wealth and power and those who wield it. Still, coming to Jothland at all seems a little strange for her. She must have some kind of plan.”
Calls sounded across the deck as the ship prepared to dock. 
Kendril turned back to Marley. “Get the bags, Marley. And make sure Simon is okay. He might still be a little seasick.”
The old sailor bristled. “You don’t have to order me around like some kind of Guild eunuch, Mr. Kendril. I ain’t your slave, you know.”
Kendril cocked a weather eye up at the stormy sky above.
Marley gave a strangled curse and scurried off towards the hold. 
Tomas gave a disapproving shake of his head. “You’re really enjoying torturing that poor man, aren’t you?”
“He’s not nearly as fun as Maklavir, but he’ll do in a pinch,” Kendril said. He watched as the ship pulled into the long pier. “Besides, I could never get Maklavir to carry bags for me.”
Within minutes the ship had docked, and a gangplank had been thrown down. 
The docks were pretty bare, and mostly utilitarian. Wet stacks of lumber rested on the rocky beaches, and longer logs floated in the harbor itself off to the west of the piers. The smell of dried kelp, salt water, and burning tar was thick in the air. The sound of shouting loggers, the ragged chorus of cutting saws, and the constant banging of hammers filled the rocky beach and echoed off the wooden warehouses.
Tomas swiveled his head around as he looked at the scene. “Let’s hope we don’t have to stay here very long,” he grumbled.
Kendril didn’t respond. He drew the hood of his cloak well over his head, casting a dark shadow over his face. He flipped out each of his pistols in turn, shielding the weapons from the rain with his gloved hand while he checked the powder and flint. 
Tomas noticed the move. “Expecting trouble?”
“In Redemption,” Kendril said without a trace of irony, “it’s always best to expect trouble.”
It took several minutes to unload everything from the ship to the dock, with Marley complaining bitterly the whole way.
When it came turn for Simon to disembark the ship, the mule stopped and obstinately refused to get near the sling and hoist. No amount of heaving, shoving, or pushing could make the beast see any kind of reason, and supplies intended for the warehouses began to back up on the deck of the ship, along with the muttered curses of the impatient sailors. Finally Kendril produced a mushy apple that convinced the beast to be strapped into the sling.
Tomas gave his fellow Ghostwalker a questioning look.
Kendril gave a knowing wink. “Always like to keep an extra apple in reserve for emergencies.”
Tomas shivered in the rain. “That and pistol cartridges?”
If Kendril detected the sarcasm, he didn’t show it. “That and pistol cartridges.”
Marley staggered off the boat, panting comically as he carried several large bags. “My back is killing me, Mr. Kendril. I can’t carry all this. It’ll be the death of me if I do.”
“Really?” Kendril stepped over to the man. “Let me take some of it for you.” He reached down and snatched the metal whale gun from one of the packs, then slung it over his shoulder. “There.”
Marley licked his lips. “You’re a real gentleman, you are, Mr. Kendril,” he said drily.
“Think nothing of it.” Kendril started to walk down the rain-soaked pier. “Oh, and get Simon too.”
Marley cursed under his breath, then turned and tried to grab the mule’s bridle while still balancing the sacks. 
Overhead came a rumble of thunder. 
Tomas stepped up to Kendril. He looked up at the palisade-covered pathway that stretched up the hill. “So where do we start looking?”
Kendril pulled his hood further over his face. His eyes darted suspiciously around at the sailors and petty merchants that crowded the docks. “First thing we should do is find a place to hole up for the night. There’s only a couple inns in the town, and small ones at that.”
Tomas grunted. “Not much of a tourist destination, eh?”
Kendril gave a humorless smile. “We check the inns first, then start some low-key questioning around the town and the docks from there. Either way we need to keep a low profile here.”
Tomas watched as Kendril pulled his hood further over his face for the second time in less than a minute. “Yes, I can see that.” He caught the smell of smoked fish and sawdust drifting over the beach. “Two Ghostwalkers coming to a town as small as Redemption are bound to cause some talk, Kendril. I’d be surprised if the sailors on our ship haven’t started spreading the gossip already.”
“Well, we’ll do our best, then.” Kendril looked up and down the dockside, then back at Marley. “Hurry up, Marls. We don’t have all day.”
“Yes, sir, Mr. Kendril. Right away, Mr. Kendril.” He struggled, trying to keep the bags he carried from falling while simultaneously pulling on the mule’s bridle. 
Simon stuck his hooves fast on the wooden planks of the dock. He brayed angrily. 
“Come on, you stupid ass!” Marley cried.
Tomas looked back down the dock. “Don’t you think we should help the poor fellow?” he said in a low voice. 
Kendril shrugged carelessly. “It looks like he’s got things well in hand. Besides, it’s good for the two of them to bond like this.”
“He’s really having a hard time,” Tomas said doubtfully.
“Oh, I’m sure he’ll figure it out. Besides, what could we really do to help?” Kendril pulled another apple out from his cloak pocket  He rubbed it against his shirt, then took a big bite. “Come on. We have work to do.”
 
The rain had slowed down to a slight drizzle again by the time the three men and mule had made the long, muddy climb up the slope from the harbor to the town proper. Wood smoke stung their eyes even as the cold rain soaked their clothes. The sucking mud on the path upwards was so deep in places that all three men soon had brown slime smeared to their knees.
Marley complained loudly the whole trip upwards, pulling and tugging on Simon’s bridle as the beast fought him half-heartedly. 
Kendril kept giving nervous glances behind him, but Marley managed to keep the bags he was carrying out of the goop.
The palisades on either side of the path up from the harbor lacked the defensive towers that surrounded the town, but otherwise they were made of the same thick, sharpened logs as the wall around the city. The road from the harbor was a heavily-traveled one, and many sailors, merchants, lumbermen and travelers of all stripes brushed shoulders with the three men as they moved upwards. 
There were animals as well. Some were horses or pack-animals like Simon, but chickens, pigs, and dogs ran loose in the mud as well. One black hound came at Simon with such an angry barking fit that the mule reared in fright and anger, almost dragging poor Marley to the ground. Tomas managed to catch Kendril’s arm just before he drew his flintlock pistol.
The streets in the town were not much better. Mud and deep rainwater puddles were the order of the day, creating an unappetizing slosh in the center of the street that was only slightly alleviated by wooden walkways on either side of the main areas of town. 
Kendril wrinkled his nose at the smell of tanning leather and pig grease. He kicked a squawking chicken out of his way with a curse, and ducked under a covered porch out of the rain.
Tomas followed close behind him. 
The buildings in Redemption were all wooden. They were relatively simple, and none was above two stories high. There was a trading post or two, what looked to be a brothel, a run-down looking hostel, and an old hunting lodge that looked as if it had been here before everything else around it. 
Tomas squinted through the driving rain, ignoring the dirty hunters and loggers that pushed by him on the crowded walkway. “Where should we start?” he said to Kendril.
The Ghostwalker scanned the street of the town, thinking. 
It had been a long time since he had been here. A lot had changed, but more had stayed the same. It was strange to be back here again, after all these years.
“Well?” Tomas repeated.
Kendril glanced down the street. “There,” he said, pointing. “Inn’s just around the corner there. The Three Sirens, if I remember right. With luck we might catch Bronwyn there. If not we need to get a place to stay anyway.”
Tomas gave a curt nod. “It’s a start, anyway.”
Kendril sub-consciously pulled his hood down further over his face, even though it was pulled down about as far as it would go already. He glanced nervously up and down the street. “It’s crowded out here,” he said. “We should get in out of the rain.”
“This stupid donkey!” Marley let fly a string of curses, trying to pull the obstinate beast up towards the walkway. “He’s a piece of work, Mr. Kendril, he really is.”
Kendril shot off the walkway like a bullet. He moved up to Marley and snatched the sailor by his arm. 
The old man gave a cry of surprise. 
Several heads turned in their direction, unshaven sailors and rain-soaked woodsmen watching curiously from the covered porches and walkway.
“Now listen here, you old fool,” said Kendril in a harsh whisper, his mouth right next to Marley’s ear. “That’s the last time you shout my name on the top of your lungs in this town, do you understand? In fact, that’s the last time you say my name here at all. As Eru is my witness, I’ll gut you like a fish the next time you say it.”
Marley opened his mouth wide, but closed it again with a snap. “Yes, sir, Mr.—”
Kendril tightened his grip on the man’s arm.
“Yes, sir.”
Kendril looked back at the crowded walkway.
The people had already lost interest. They were moving along again, or falling back into their bawdy jokes and loud conversations.
Kendril turned, the rain hammering on his raised hood and cloak.
Tomas had moved off the walkway into the muddy street. He crossed his arms, and gave Kendril a keen glance. “You afraid someone here will recognize you, Kendril?”
The Ghostwalker scowled angrily. He grabbed a sack off Marley’s back, and shouldered it himself. “That goes for you, too, Tomas.” His voice was low. “Don’t use my name.”
Tomas gave a mock bow. “As you wish, good sir.”
Kendril gave Marley a shove away from Simon, then grabbed the mule’s bridle himself. “Come on,” he said gruffly, “we’ve got work to do.”
 
The Three Sirens proved to be little better than a backwoods tavern with some beds to spare. The common room was filled with tobacco smoke and the smell of burnt sausage. The fire in the hearth was hot and blazing, but the chill of the early spring still lurked in much of the room. 
The customers were mostly locals, though a few robed and silent southlanders, probably from Cayman or the Spice Lands, occupied a table in the back by the fire. Hunters, foresters, trappers and loggers all filled the tavern with their laughter, coarse jokes, and raucous card-playing. A couple serving wenches, showing as much skin and cleavage as possible while still remaining clothed, moved from table to table with mugs of ale and platters of bread and cheese.
It reminded Kendril a lot of The Laughing Dragon inn back in the Howling Woods. That had been a long time ago, though. The Three Sirens was certainly bigger, if not necessarily cleaner.
Kendril took a seat in the back, furthest away from the hearth, where the shadows were deepest and the cold sharpest. It was also the most secluded, which suited him just fine. He sat down in the darkest corner he could find and waved the approaching wench away.
She went with a disapproving frown and an upturned head.
“What did you do that for?” Tomas asked irritably. “I’m starving.”
“We find Bronwyn first, then we’ll eat.” Kendril looked around the common room carefully, one hand on the handle of his pistol tucked beneath his cloak. His eyes flashed back to Tomas. “Get us a room and find out what the innkeeper knows.”
“Yes sir.” Tomas gave a mock salute. “You going to order me around like you do with Marley the whole time we’re in Redemption?” He glanced out the window to where Marley stood in the pounding rain, trying to get Simon tied up to the post.
“Pretty much.” Kendril’s eyes fastened on a foaming mug of beer at a nearby table. He felt the desire stir inside of him, but fought it down. He didn’t want any alcohol clouding his thinking, not even in the slightest. Bronwyn came first. “Now hurry up.”
Tomas muttered something Kendril couldn’t hear. He got up from the table and headed towards the bar. 
Kendril bit his lip in thought. Thinking of The Laughing Dragon again reminded him of Jade. He could still see her in his mind. Her head wrapped in a bandage, the bedraggled green dress she had worn torn and covered with mud.
Eru, but she had been beautiful. She was married now, a world away and Queen of Llewyllan. In all likelihood Kendril would never see her again.
The thought stabbed him like a knife. He pushed it as far out of his mind as he could. The desire for a beer was stronger than ever.
He tried to ignore the din of conversation all around him, the hammering of the rain on the dirty windows of the common room, the smell of unwashed bodies mixed with pipe smoke.
And then he saw her.
She stood by the fire, serene, her rich brown eyes fixed on him. Light chestnut hair flowed freely over her shoulders. Impossibly young, frozen in time. Beautiful and slender, just as he remembered her in his dreams. Her look was kind, but severe. Blaming. Accusing. She mouthed his name. It was a whisper, but Kendril heard it all the way across the room.
He jumped back from the table as if he had been bit. The chair clattered to the ground behind him. Instinctively he reached for one of his pistols. 
A few heads turned in his direction at his sudden movement. There were a few snorts of laughter, some taunting jeers.
Kendril blinked, looked wildly around the room. 
She was gone. 
With a shaking hand Kendril picked the chair back up and set it aright. 
She had never been there in the first place, of course. She was just a memory, someone from his shadowed past. 
Kendril rubbed a hand over his eyes and sat back down. He was more tired than he thought. Coming back here, to Redemption, must have been affecting him more than he realized. 
Some ghosts wouldn’t stay buried.
“Are you okay?” Tomas came back up to the table, staring hard at Kendril’s white face. “You look like you’ve seen a—”
“Don’t say it,” Kendril snapped, with a bit more force than he intended. 
Tomas held up both hands. “All right, all right. Just asking.” He pulled up a chair and sat down. “We’re in luck.”
Kendril looked up at the other Ghostwalker with sudden interest.
“Bronwyn passed through here, apparently,” Tomas said. He glanced hungrily at a passing platter of stew. “A few days ago. Innkeeper seems to think she was heading north.”
“North?” Kendril narrowed his eyes in thought. “Along the coast? There’s nothing up that way.”
Tomas gave an almost disinterested shrug. “I’m just passing on what I heard. Seems she was wearing a black robe with a white hood, of all things.” He chuckled. “Not exactly blending in.”
Kendril gave a slow smile. 
Tomas raised an eyebrow. “What is it?”
Kendril got up from the table. “I know where Bronwyn is.”
Marley came tromping up to the table, soaked to the bone and tracking mud behind him. “Regnuthu take that mule of yours. He fights me at every turn, he does. Oh, but I could use a good cold beer and a hot bowl of stew right about now.”
“Tough luck,” said Kendril. He started walking towards the door. “We’re going.”
“Already?” Marley squawked. “But I just tied your blasted mule up!”
“Then untie him,” Kendril said sharply. He pushed open the tavern door, letting in a gust of rain and cold wind. “We have a witch to catch.”
 



Chapter 8
 
The razvodit gave a satisfying burn as it slid down Joseph’s throat. Eyes closed, he clinked the small glass back on the bar counter. 
The soft murmur of voices around him was like a soothing lullaby. Joseph ignored it all, the sounds of talking, arguing. Right now he wanted to be alone with his thoughts and his regrets. But not his memories. Those were too painful.
He remembered a beautiful red-headed girl, feisty and strong-willed, with a spirit unlike anything he had ever seen before. He remembered the attraction he had felt for her from the first moment he had seen her in the Howling Woods, how his heart had thrilled at her beautiful green eyes and long fire-kissed hair. 
And he remembered how he had watched that same girl crumple almost lifelessly to the ground, struck in the heart by a bullet from a man he had considered his friend. 
Joseph had lived in the half-formed hope that maybe, against all odds, Kara would wake up again from her death-coma and smile the way she had before, that she would look at him again with that coy glance of hers, that she would be the woman he remembered before the Despair.
Now those hopes were dashed to pieces. Kara had woken up and she was still dead. She was gone, lost in a prison of her own mind.
She had truly died in that sewer so many months ago. Joseph had just not yet realized it at the time. Or maybe he had, and had not wanted to admit it to himself.
Joseph opened his eyes. His head swam from the four shots of razvodit he had already taken. But the memories were still there. The pain still cut into his chest like a jagged stone. 
He needed more. More to wash away the pain.
Joseph reached a hand for the nearby bottle of razvodit that the bartender had obligingly left on the counter. His hand wrapped around the cool glass, and he caught a reflection of himself in the dirty mirror that hung behind the bar. 
He stared for a moment, shocked. The face that stared back at him seemed like a stranger. The eyes were bleary and haunted. The face was shadowed and lined with bitterness. It was the face of a man who had lost all hope, who had given up on life.
Joseph slowly released the bottle. With an effort of supreme will, he pulled his hand back away. 
The face in the mirror mocked him. Try as he might, he couldn’t look away.
What had happened to him? How had he gotten here, to the point where he was drinking his life away? This wasn’t him. This had never been him.
Joseph wiped a hand over his face, trying to take away the pain and regret. 
“I’m not a perfect man,” he said under his breath. It took him a moment to realize that he was praying to Eru. Here, in the tavern, surrounded by the most ungodly men imaginable, he was praying. He hadn’t spoken to Eru in longer than he could remember. “I’m not a perfect man,” he said again. “You know that. But I’ve tried my best to follow You, to pray to You, to serve You.” He felt his eyes burn with tears, but he fought them away, curling a hand into a fist upon the bar. “I didn’t deserve this. She didn’t deserve this.” He looked up at the mirror again, seeing the same hollow, empty face as before. “What do You want from me? To torture me, toss me here and back like a chewed bone?” Joseph got up from his stool, swaying from his partial inebriation. “Are You even there? Do You care at all?” His voice had risen well above a whisper, but he was past caring. “Where were You in Vorten? Where were You when the city was burning, when the demons were pouring through the gate? Where were you when Kara—” He choked off in mid-sentence, unable to finish.
The bar had grown strangely quiet. Everyone was staring at him.
Joseph hung his head for a moment, ashamed of his outburst. The tavern had suddenly become a place he despised. He wanted out of here so badly that he almost ran for the door. Even the bottle of razvodit that just a few moments before had promised him a balm from his suffering now seemed a hateful thing. He had to restrain himself from pulling out his rapier and shattering it upon the bar top. 
The bartender moved over towards him. “You all right, son?”
Joseph ran a hand through his beard, then threw a handful of coins on the bar. “I’ve had enough.” He turned towards the door.
The night was cold. A wet, lumpy snow was falling, melting as soon as it hit the cobblestones of the street. 
Joseph stood for a moment in falling white flakes, feeling the snow melting in his beard. He looked up. “What do You want from me?”
There was no answer. Not that Joseph had actually expected one. 
Joseph looked down. 
Maklavir was there, hurrying towards him. 
Joseph blinked, briefly wondering if the sudden appearance of the man was an alcohol-induced hallucination. Four shots of razvodit weren’t quite enough to do that.
Maklavir came up to him, out of breath. His cape was crumpled and out of sorts, and his boots were scuffed and worn.
Joseph straightened. Any time Maklavir wasn’t dressed to the nines, something was wrong.
“Joseph! Thank Eru I found you.” Maklavir leaned against a nearby glow-globe post, panting. The feather in his cap drooped from the wet snow.
“Yes, well you’ve found me,” said Joseph gruffly. He still felt a rolling sense of anger inside of him, and Maklavir made a disturbingly easy target for it. “What is it?”
“It’s Kara.” Maklavir straightened. “They’re taking her away.”
 
The horses of the gendarmes were outside the Sanitarium, tied up on the grassy lawn. The snow had changed into a chilly, drizzling rain. It was dark, and the only light came from the lower windows of the old manor house. Patches of melting snow pockmarked the grass like welts.
Four gendarmes stood just under the covered front porch of the Sanitarium, carbines slung over their shoulders and swords sheathed at their sides. Their tall bearskin caps and immaculate uniforms made them appear imposing.
Joseph headed right up the stairs towards the door.
The gendarmes instantly reached for their weapons.
“Hold,” one of them barked. 
“Get out of my way,” Joseph snarled. He put one hand on the hilt of his rapier. 
Maklavir scurried up the steps after his friend, a weeping Iola in tow.
The lead gendarme snapped the lock on his carbine into the ready position, and pointed the weapon directly at Joseph’s chest. “I said hold.”
Joseph stopped and eyed the man. Despite the blur of alcohol that fogged his mind, his gaze was calm and his voice steady. “You don’t want to tangle with me, friend. Now step out of the way.”
Maklavir reached the step beside Joseph, panting from the climb. His breath puffed white into the falling rain. 
The gendarme raised his carbine higher.
“Stand down, gentlemen.” A tall, powerfully-built man with a bearskin cap under his arm stepped out onto the porch. “Joseph, Maklavir. A pleasure to see you both again. I’ve been expecting you.”
“I’ll bet,” Joseph muttered. He kept his hand firmly clenched on the hilt of his rapier.
“Captain Potemkin,” Maklavir said smoothly. He patted the shaken Iola on her back. “We heard that Kara is being taken away.”
Potemkin’s face darkened. “We should talk inside.” He gestured towards the open door. “Less chilly, at any rate.”
“That would be good,” Maklavir responded. He nudged Joseph gently in the ribs.
The pathfinder slowly uncurled his hand from his rapier, then nodded.
They followed Potemkin inside the Sanitarium.
Grelda stood to one side by the entry desk, flanked by two of her white-robed nurses. She wore a pinched, angered expression on her face.
At least eight gendarmes, all armed with carbines and swords, stood at attention in the lobby. They saluted as Potemkin entered. Lamps and candles lit the interior of the building, casting long shadows on the walls and ceiling.
“I think you owe us an explanation, Captain,” said Maklavir, doing his best to keep his voice level and unruffled. He cast his gaze around at the armed men in the lobby. “Are you expecting an attack here?”
Potemkin sighed, and put his bearskin cap down on a table across from the nurses’ desk. “Orders, Maklavir. From the Lord Mayor himself. I’m to secure this building for the time being.”
“Iola says you’re taking Kara away,” said Joseph. He glared hard at the gendarme captain. “Is that true?”
Potemkin studied the tile of the floor for a moment. “Not yet, no. But it seems likely that the Lord Mayor will order us to do so.”
“Tuldor’s beard,” Maklavir said. He glanced up at the stairs. “Kara’s been in a coma, Captain. She’s no threat to anyone. There’s no reason—”
“No reason?” Potemkin lifted his head, his face suddenly hard. “Have you forgotten so quickly what the demon Indigoru did to Vorten? How many lives we lost, how many buildings were destroyed? Let’s not play games, Maklavir. The Lord Mayor is concerned, and I can’t say I blame him.”
“We saw Kara yesterday,” Joseph said quietly. “She was no threat to anyone.”
“Kara was the last person to be possessed by Indigoru,” Potemkin said sharply. “That’s plenty of threat enough.”
“The Soulbinder was destroyed,” Maklavir said quickly. “When it was shattered the Seteru left as well.”
“You know that for certain, Maklavir? Because the way I hear it, Kara’s still got some shards of the thing in her body. And the nurses here say she’s been spewing nonsense. Crazed babblings.” Potemkin scratched his beard. “We have no way of knowing whether Indigoru is completely gone or not. The Lord Mayor is rightfully nervous. Valmingaard is at war in two different directions, Vorten is struggling to rebuild itself, and pagan cults are still rising up all over Rothland. Can you imagine the chaos that would ensue if Indigoru were to suddenly return again?”
“So you’re going to take her away.” Joseph took a deep breath. “Where?”
Potemkin looked over at Joseph. “I don’t rightly know. My guess would be Parvannen, to the west.”
“Parvannen?” The color drained from Maklavir’s face. “That’s a military outpost. Are you planning to lock Kara up in a dungeon?”
Potemkin sighed. “This isn’t my call, gentlemen. I know what both of you did during the war, and I know how much you both care for your friend. But you have to realize that Kara isn’t the same woman she used to be. She has already been used once by the Dark Powers, and there’s no reason to think she can’t be used again.”
“You can’t do this, Potemkin.” Joseph flexed his hand, but kept it away from the hilt of his rapier. 
Potemkin stiffened. “I’ll do what I’m ordered to do, Mr. Joseph, and as long as you’re in the pay of the Army of Valmingaard, you will as well.”
“Kara’s done nothing wrong,” Maklavir insisted. “She’s only just recovered. To take her away and lock in her under guard would be—”
“I understand,” said Potemkin harshly. The little bit of patience he had shown so far seemed to be wearing thin. “But I think both of you know what’s at stake here. We can’t risk the lives of everyone in Vorten…ashes, everyone in all of Valmingaard against the life of one woman.”
Maklavir’s face turned purple. He banged his fist down on the desk, making the nearby nurses jump. “You can’t do this, Potemkin! It’s wrong. Kara is in a vulnerable state right now. She needs care and attention. You can’t just—”
Joseph reached over a hand and laid it on Maklavir’s shoulder. 
Startled, the diplomat glanced back at his friend.
“We understand,” Joseph said. His voice was quiet, almost gentle. “You haven’t been ordered to remove her yet. Can we see her, please? One last time?”
Grelda took a step forward. “At this time of night? She’s sleeping.”
“Don’t be heartless,” Joseph said curtly. “We may not get another chance to see her.” He looked over at Potemkin. “Your orders could come through at any time, right? Even as early as the morning?”
The gendarme captain sighed deeply. “I would be surprised if the Lord Mayor waited past noon.”
Joseph nodded slowly. His mind felt surprisingly clear. The alcoholic haze was rapidly lifting. “You owe us this much, Potemkin.”
The captain glanced back at the stairs. “I don’t owe you anything. But from one man of honor to another, I can permit this much. Go and see her.” He nodded to two gendarmes. “Yuri and Korander will accompany you.”
Maklavir raised his head. “I say, is that really necessary?”
Potemkin gave a sad nod of his head. “Orders, Mr. Maklavir. I’m afraid it is.”
“So now you’ll be having four men tramping upstairs?” Grelda looked like a turkey that had just been plucked. “This is highly irregular, Captain.”
Potemkin shrugged. “It is what it is.”
“I won’t have your men upstairs without one of my girls to go along with them.” The tone of Grelda’s voice was obvious. Potemkin might have been a gendarme captain, but here at the Sanitarium nurse Grelda still called the shots.
“What about Iola,” Joseph ventured. He still kept his voice calm and low. “Maklavir knows her well already.”
Grelda cast a critical eye at the puffy-eyed nurse. “If she can cease her weeping for five minutes, perhaps.” She gave a defeated sigh. “Your men had better be as quiet as church mice upstairs, Captain. I have sleeping residents in here, and the last thing I need is to get things riled up.”
Potemkin glanced at Yuri and Korander. “They will be the very model of discretion, ma’am.”
Grelda gave a skeptical grunt. She pointed at their weapons. “I can’t allow those past the desk.”
“I’m afraid I will have to disappoint you, then,” Potemkin said. “Guards without weapons are not of much use.”
Grelda ground her teeth for a moment, then her eyes flashed to Joseph and Maklavir. “Their weapons, then. I won’t have an armed cavalcade heading into my Sanitarium.”
Without a moment’s hesitation Joseph unbuckled his rapier and put in down by the desk.
Maklavir took his own sword off a little more slowly. “I will protest all this to the Lord Mayor, Captain.”
“That’s your right, Mr. Maklavir,” said the captain gravely. “But I doubt you will find him very open to discussion on the matter.”
“Come on, Maklavir,” said Joseph. “Let’s go.”
Maklavir turned away from the desk, his face drawn in anger and frustration.
Yuri and Korander stepped up behind them, avoiding the withering glare that Grelda threw in their direction. 
Joseph stole a glance back at the rapier that lay beside the desk. It had been a good sword. He had had it for years, and it bore the scratches and scuffs of many a conflict.
He was definitely going to miss it.
 
“This is outrageous,” Maklavir said. “They…they can’t do this.”
“It looks like they can.” Joseph climbed the stairs beside his friend. He glanced back at the two gendarmes that came behind them.
Both of the armed men looked a little uneasy at moving into the Sanitarium.
Things were quiet in the upper hall, save for the echoing sound of dripping water coming from somewhere around the corner. There was a thumping noise, like someone lightly kicking the wall. 
Joseph shivered, and not from the cold. This whole place unnerved him. 
Iola strode ahead of them, silent. Her white robe made her look like a fat little dove waddling down the corridor.
Joseph gave covert glances to each side as he walked. 
The windows in the hall were barred with heavy iron. A door at the end of the passage looked solid and locked. 
Joseph licked his lips, and glanced behind him. 
The stairs behind them dipped down to a landing, then continued up to a hallway on the opposite side. The manor was huge, that was for sure. 
It was also built like a fortress. 
Joseph counted the doors as he walked, glancing at each one in turn.
Most looked to be patient rooms. Or residents, or whatever else in Zanthora they were called. One looked to be a storage closet of some kind. Halfway down the hall was a laundry chute. 
Talin’s Ashes. Joseph hoped by everything holy that it wouldn’t come to that.
But there was nothing else. Just the long, dusty halls, the doors to patient rooms that looked like they could withstand a battering ram, and— 
And another door. On the left, different than the rest. Locked tight, and solid like the others, but with a different configuration.
Joseph glanced to the windows. Through the gaps in the heavy, red curtains, he could just make out what was outside. 
There was a broad stone balcony on the back of the manor house. It was wide, with a railing running around it and a beautiful view of the wide lawn and woods behind the building. No doubt in happier times the porch had hosted noblemen and women taking breakfast to the sound of twittering birds and the golden glow of a rising sun. Now the stone outside was dirty from disuse, and wet from the slushy rain.
Joseph turned his head back around.
The door to Kara’s room was just ahead. 
Iola turned around. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Maklavir. Really, I am.”
“It’s all right, Iola,” Maklavir soothed. “You’ve always been good to Kara.”
The little nurse looked as if she would burst out into tears again, but restrained herself with great effort. “Here,” she said at last. “I’ll check inside. Kara might be awake, the poor dear.”
Joseph glanced back down the hallway.
As Iola disappeared into Kara’s room with the candle she held, the gloom and darkness in the hallway became palpable. The Sanitarium was far enough out of the city proper that the steam system that operated the remarkable glow-globes of Vorten didn’t extend to the grounds. With the odd sounds that echoed down the hall every few seconds, the darkness was doubly unsettling. 
Joseph could practically feel the fear emanating from the gendarmes behind them. They scratched their faces, rubbed their beards, and looked nervously about them, as if expecting all the demons of the Void to come pouring out of the doors of the hall at any moment.
Iola reappeared. She looked somewhat startled. “She’s awake, Mr. Maklavir. She was even before I came in—”
Joseph didn’t wait for anything else. He pushed past the nurse.
Kara sat in the middle of her bed. She wore the plain dress that the Sanitarium supplied to its female occupants.
For a moment Joseph was taken aback. This was not what he had expected. 
“We’re leaving, aren’t we?” Kara’s voice was thin and small, like a fragile reed. “Leaving, leaving.” She closed her eyes, but her face was calm. “A ladder of green, a swan in ice. Horses, horses in the night.” She opened her eyes, but still didn’t look at Joseph. “Follow the stones, the stones of white.”
Joseph stared at the woman he had come to love. It felt as if his heart would burst. All the grief and sorrow that had weighed on him since the firestorm in Vorten came crushing back on him again.
Maklavir came up beside Joseph. He cleared his throat. “Well, she’s certainly awake. Dressed, too.” He looked at the redheaded girl. “Kara, can you hear us? We’ve…come to say goodbye.”
“Goodbye, goodbye,” Kara whispered. She stared at the corner of the wall. “We’re all leaving. Soon, soon. Ladder of green. Swan in ice.”
Joseph swallowed. He could feel goosebumps on his arms. 
Iola stepped up next to the bed. The soft golden glow of the candle flickered off the bedroom walls. 
“Fangs,” Kara said to no one in particular. “Fangs, fangs in the east.”
Maklavir lowered his head. 
Joseph glanced behind him.
The doorway to the room was dark. The gendarmes lounged about just outside. As frightening as the hallway was, they apparently preferred it to being close to Kara’s soft chanting. 
Joseph looked hard at Kara. The woman he loved. Gone forever.
“Horses, horses in the night,” Kara said in her sing-song tone. “Follow, follow the stones of white.”
Maklavir turned for the door. “This is pointless,” he said. There was a heaviness in his voice that Joseph wasn’t used to hearing. “I don’t know why we even came.”
Joseph grabbed Maklavir by the arm, squeezing hard.
Surprised, the diplomat looked over at his friend. 
“Listen to me,” Joseph said. His voice was the faintest whisper. He motioned with his eyes to the hallway behind him. “Kara needs help, not a dungeon. I’m getting her out of here. Now.”
Maklavir stared at his friend, uncomprehending for a moment. 
Iola looked up with a start. 
Kara smiled. “Leaving, leaving,” she said.
“Are you with me?” Joseph hissed. He squeezed harder. “Maklavir?”
Maklavir swallowed hard. For a moment he didn’t say anything. 
Joseph could see a flash of pain in his friend’s eyes. It was only then that he realized what he was asking of the man.
“I’ll lose everything,” Maklavir said quietly. “My house. My reputation. Any chance of getting back into the King’s good graces.”
“I—” The words died on Joseph’s tongue.
“Oh don’t be a bloody fool,” Maklavir said sharply. “Of course I’ll help you.”
Kara got up from the bed. She still didn’t make eye contact with either of the men. 
 “Leaving, leaving.”
“I don’t think those gendarmes will just let us walk out,” Maklavir said, still keeping his voice down. 
Joseph nodded. “I’ll deal with the gendarmes. You take care of Kara.” He turned for the door without waiting for an answer.
The two gendarmes straightened as Joseph walked out into the hall. They looked at him. 
“Gentlemen,” Joseph began. He didn’t quite know what to say. He felt calm, and sure of himself, more sure than he had felt in a long while, but the words still tripped on his tongue. 
There was no going back after this. He couldn’t let them take Kara away to rot in some dungeon. He wouldn’t. 
He owed her that much.
One of the gendarmes, the one called Yuri, gave a quizzical raise of his eyebrows. “Sir?”
Joseph sighed. “We’re leaving. With Kara. I know you both have your orders, but I’m asking you to do the decent thing and let us go. We won’t cause any trouble.” He raised a hand. “Look, I’m a soldier, just like you. I’ve fought and bled against the Kalinglanders and Baderans over the last few weeks here. I’ve given everything I have for Valmingaard, and for Vorten. But I can’t stand by and watch this girl get locked up because of some nobleman’s irrational fear.”
The gendarmes didn’t move. They stood as still as statues.
Maklavir and Kara appeared at the door to her bedroom.
“Ladder of green,” Kara murmured. Her eyes were fixed on something only she could see.
Joseph spread his hands. He gave his best smile. “Please. Ten minutes. That’s all we need. Then you can tell Potemkin. I’m asking you as one soldier to another.”
For a moment there was a tense silence in the dark hall. The gendarmes stared at Joseph. No one moved.
Then, as one man, they reached for their carbines.
 



Chapter 9
 
“Hmm.” Kendril bent down next to the pile of ashes. He fingered some of the residue with his gloved hand. The flakes of gray stood out against his black gauntlet. “Seems fresh.”
Marley stood a respectful distance away, his shoulders huddled against the brisk wind. He clutched a musket in his hands, and kept casting nervous glances at the tall standing stones that stood in a ragged circle around the overgrown hill top. 
Kendril stood and wiped his hand on his trousers. “Keep an eye out, Marley.”
The sailor shivered, the wind tearing at his clothes. “Begging your pardon, Mr. Kendril, but we shouldn’t be here.” He looked over at one of the tall menhirs that stood just a few feet away from him. “This is cursed ground, it is. Old, and evil.” He made the sign against evil across his chest.
Kendril gave a heavy sigh. He stepped over to a large stone set in the ground, and examined the burnt remains on top of it. 
Tomas came out from behind one of the stones, as softly and silently as an evening shadow. “There’s no sign of whoever was here,” he said in a hushed voice. “At least not that I can see.” He eyed the remains of the sacrifice. “How old, do you think?”
Kendril made a face. He tossed a greasy bone he had been inspecting down onto the ground. “Hard to tell. A day, maybe two. I’m no ranger.”
Tomas grunted. He gave the pile of ash a nudge with his foot. 
Kendril turned, looking at the twisted path that led up the hill. Past the stunted and wind-bent trees he could glimpse the long gray band of the ocean. 
He needed Joseph. The pathfinder could have examined the ground around the standing stones and told in a heartbeat how many people had been here, how long ago, and which direction they had gone afterwards. 
But there was no use wishing for that. Joseph had been a man broken by anger and grief the last time Kendril had seen him. 
In truth, he doubted he would ever see his old friend again.
“How did you know Bronwyn came here?” Tomas put a gloved hand against the mossy side of one of the stones. “How did you even know this place was here at all?”
“The robe,” Kendril said. He put one hand on the handle of his pistol as he looked around. “She was wearing black with a white hood. That’s a witch’s ceremonial outfit.” He glanced over at Tomas. “Of course, I still don’t know for sure that she was here at all. But it’s a good guess.”
Tomas gave Kendril a sharp look. “You must know this place pretty well, then. These standing stones are a good day’s travel from Redemption, and not visible from the ocean.”
Kendril shrugged. “Not my first time to Jothland.”
“Yeah,” Tomas said blandly, “I gathered that.” He rolled his shoulders back against the cutting wind, and looked out towards the sea. “So what now? There’s no sign of Bronwyn here.”
Kendril knelt down and rubbed a patch of grass with his hand. It was dark, stained with something. He frowned. “I don’t know.”
Marley peered around the stone, deliberately avoiding stepping into the circle. “Is that…that a human?”
Tomas smiled and shook his head. “It’s a goat, you old fool. They burned it on the altar.”
Kendril picked up something out of a patch of weeds. It glinted dully in the watery sunlight. 
Tomas raised an eyebrow. “What did you find?”
Kendril stood, brushing the dirt of his trousers. “Take a look.” He tossed the small object to the other Ghostwalker.
Tomas caught it and turned it over in his hand. “Looks like a bronze band…shaped like some kind of an animal. A fox, maybe? Dog?” He squinted.
Kendril looked out towards the ocean, deep in thought. “Wolf.”
Tomas lowered his hand. “You know something? I hate being left in the dark.”
Kendril bit his lip, thinking for a minute. “The craftsmanship. I recognize it. It’s Jombard.”
Tomas shuddered as a fresh gust of cold wind assaulted the hillside and whistled between the stones. “Jombard? Who are those, the local pagans?”
Kendril nodded. His eyes were still scanning the ocean. “Warriors who worship the Seteru. They mainly live in scattered tribes east of the Wall. Usually they’re too busy fighting each other to pose much threat to Redemption, but occasionally a war chief bands them together for a large raid.”
Tomas stepped over towards Kendril. He was careful to walk around the ash. “I didn’t know you were such an expert in the anthropology of the region.”
Kendril ignored the comment. “It’s a clue. Maybe the only one we’ll get.”
“But it doesn’t tell us anything.”
“Maybe, maybe not.” Kendril stepped quickly towards where Marley and Simon stood just outside the ring of stones. “But if there are Jombards here, even a few of them, there’s only so many places where they could be hiding.”
“You think Bronwyn’s with them?”
Kendril paused by one of the tall stones. He glanced behind him. “I don’t know. It’s possible. If she had come back to town, I think we would have—”
A woman stood near the stone altar, her back to them. Long chestnut hair flowed down past her shoulders, hiding her face.
Startled, Kendril whipped out his pistol and snapped back the lock.
Simon gave a snort and reared back. 
Tomas whirled instantly. His dagger flashed out into his hand.
Kendril stared, lowering his pistol. He blinked hard, rubbing a gloved hand across his eyes.
Nothing. There was nothing there.
Tomas gave him a confused glance. “What did you see?”
“No one,” Kendril said, a little too quickly. He shook his head and lowered his pistol even more. “Nothing,” he corrected, “just my mind playing tricks on me.”
Tomas narrowed his eyes. “That happen to you a lot?”
“I said it was nothing.” Kendril stuck the pistol back into its holster. “Not enough sleep.”
Marley glanced fearfully around the stone circle. The old musket shook slightly as he held it. “You’re absolutely sure, Mr. Kendril? There ain’t an ambush of some kind, some of them Jombards of yours sneaking around in the bushes?”
“I’m sure.” Kendril stepped up and gave Simon a reassuring pat. 
The beast gave a fierce snort and pushed his snout into Kendril’s chest.
“Whoa, boy.” Kendril rubbed the animal’s neck. Something had spooked the mule, too.
“Look,” said Tomas as he re-sheathed his dagger, “I get that your past is your own. I’ve got my own issues, believe me. But I’m not an idiot. You’ve spent time here in Jothland, that much is clear. I’m guessing before you became a Ghostwalker.”
Kendril glowered, but said nothing.
Tomas stepped between two menhirs, his cape fluttering in the steady wind. “What I can’t have is you suffering some sort of nervous breakdown while we’re tracking down this witch. So if you need to sit this one out, this is the time to say so.”
Kendril glared icily at Tomas. “You don’t know me very well, so for your sake I’m going to pretend like you didn’t say that.”
“Maybe it’s time you told me what’s really going on here,” Tomas said.
“And maybe it’s time you stopped digging into my private life and focused on what we need to do.” Kendril snatched the musket out of Marley’s hand and snapped the lock forward a bit. “Keep it half-cocked when you’re not using it, Marls, or you’ll blow your foot off.”
“Or shoot one of us in the back,” Tomas mumbled. He glanced back towards the long line of the ocean. “All right, you said you might have some idea where Bronwyn might be. Any suggestions?”
Kendril ran his eyes over the rain-spattered ground with a frown. “I can’t track them.”
Tomas crossed his arms. “So you don’t know where they are.”
“No,” Kendril admitted. “But I have an idea.” He stuck the toe of his boot in a patch of soft dirt and made a great looping horseshoe shape. “This is the peninsula that Redemption is on. The sea’s on three sides.” He jammed the side of his foot into the open side of the horseshoe and dragged it down to form a deep line. “That’s the Wall. It cuts off the peninsula we’re on from the rest of Jothland. Past that is wild forest and Jombards.”
“And the Forbidden City,” said Marley in a half-whisper. He made the sign against evil with shaking fingers.
Kendril glanced up at Marley. “And the Forbidden City.” He tapped the top part of the horseshoe. “Here’s Dancing Harbor. If there are Jombards here, there’s only two ways they could have come.”
Tomas studied Kendril’s crude map as if it was an in-depth parchment. “Either over the Wall, or across the sea.”
“Nothing gets over the Wall,” said Kendril darkly. “Not without a few thousand screaming berserkers to smash a hole in it first. And the Jombards have never been great sailors.”
Tomas looked up “I doubt Redemption would have lasted very long if they were.”
Kendril tapped the side of his head. “Now you’re getting it. But just because the Jombards aren’t a seafaring nation doesn’t mean that they don’t have a boat or two.”
Tomas nodded. “So if there are Jombards here near Redemption, that means that they had to come by sea.” He looked up, catching sight of the gray ocean. “And it would be somewhere close to here, I’d reckon. Along the shore.”
Kendril glanced back towards the standing stones, almost expecting to see the phantom girl again. But the area was empty save for the whistling wind and the tall, motionless stones. “There aren’t many places they could hide,” he said, turning his head back to Tomas again. “And there’s a good chance that they’re not here anymore. But if they are, I think I might have a good idea where they might be.”
“All right, then. Where?”
“There’s a series of sea caves in the cliffside,” Kendril said. He stuck the toe of his boot onto the top edge of the horseshoe. “Right about here. The eastern end of Dancing Harbor. Some of the caves are pretty big, and at high tide many of them are completely submerged. They used to be stopping points for smugglers and pirates.” He lifted his head up and pointed off towards where the trees covered the view of the ocean. “Over that way, probably less than an hour’s walk away.”
Tomas scratched his chin thoughtfully. “It’s a good start, anyway.”
Kendril lifted the hood of his cloak. “We have no way of knowing how many Jombards there are, or whether Bronwyn is with them or not. Things could get hairy.”
Tomas gave a crooked grin. “Are you trying to scare me off, Kendril?”
The Ghostwalker shrugged. “Just a fair warning.”
“I could stay here,” Marley ventured hopefully. “With Simon.”
The mule brayed his approval of the idea.
Kendril gave the old sailor a cutting side-glance. “Don’t worry, Marls, I won’t pull you into any fighting unless I have to. I have no doubt you’d be next to useless if things went south on us.”
“Thank you, Mr. Kendril,” Marley said.
“We don’t have a boat,” Kendril said. “We’d best wait for low tide.”
Tomas snorted. “Well, unfortunately I forgot my tide chart.”
“Low tide?” Marley slung his musket back over his shoulder by the strap. “I’d say about ten o’clock tonight. Maybe ten-thirty, give or take.”
Kendril and Tomas both looked over at the crusty man.
A smile appeared on Marley’s cracked face. “Begging your pardon, Mr. Kendril, but the two of you are a bunch of landlubbers for sure. You’re too easy forgetting that old Marley spent fair his whole life on the sea, now ain’t you?”
 
The moon was barely a sliver in the black sky above, like a glinting fingernail among the stars. 
The beach was dark, lit only by the weak moonlight and the stars not blocked by clouds. The gentle roar of the ocean drowned out almost any other sounds, even though Kendril strained to hear what he could not see. 
Tomas had been gone for a long time. Too long. He was supposed to go on a simple reconnaissance mission down the beach to check out the nearest caves, then scoot back to the rocks Kendril was hiding in.
Kendril didn’t have a pocket watch, and wouldn’t have been able to see it even if he had, but he was sure it had been at least thirty minutes since he had last seen Tomas. 
He grunted, and tried to shift his position among the rocks. Sharp edges dug into his side and back, and the wet of slimy seaweed and saltwater soaked into his clothes. His knee still ached dully from where he had twisted it back in New Marlin. That seemed a lifetime ago now. 
Kendril peered through the darkness, trying to make out the black shapes of the caves in the cliffside up ahead. He knew they were there, but he could barely see anything in the weak starlight. There was no sign of life anyway. Not a campfire or the slightest sound that could be heard over the murmuring of the ocean. 
With a muttered curse, Kendril tried to change position again. His legs were throbbing from sitting for too long, and his bum was no doubt bruised black and blue from the oddly shaped rocks underneath him. 
Waiting. He hated it. Always had. Better to be staring down a demon of the Void.
Kendril turned his head back towards the line of the ocean. He could just barely make out the whitecaps of the waves as they crashed onto the beach. 
He half-expected to see her again, standing alone on the beach. Half of him wanted to, the other half was terrified that he would. Her memory haunted this place.
But the beach was empty. At least as far as Kendril could see in the inky darkness. No ghosts, at any rate.
The sooner he was out of Jothland, the better. It was hard to come back, harder than Kendril had expected. The strength of the memories here…they had a power all their own. 
Kendril shivered in the icy wind. He glanced back up the lonely stretch of beach. 
Marley and Simon were somewhere back up there, off the beach and out of sight among the tall trees. 
Kendril was starting to think that Marley was more of a burden than a help. He should have left him behind in New Marlin, and spared himself the trouble of having the old salt following him around.
Still, it was nice to have a manservant again, even an incompetent one.
And to be honest, Kendril rather liked having the company, even if Marley did nothing much but complain constantly. After travelling with Maklavir, Joseph, and Kara for so long, Kendril had to admit that he had gotten used to jokes and stories around the campfire, and having someone else around him. Well, someone besides Simon, anyways. 
Kara.
Kendril licked his lips, feeling the cold sting of sea spray on his face. 
He had shot her, right in front of Joseph and Maklavir. There was no other choice, of course. The demon Indigoru had possessed her, and if Kendril hadn’t acted immediately the Seteru would only have grown more powerful. As it was she had almost killed Joseph.
And yet, it weighed heavily on him. He had promised Joseph he would keep Kara safe. Instead he had almost killed her. 
Killed her. Just like—
No.

Kendril shook his head furiously. Some things didn’t bear thinking about. Not here of all places. The ghosts were too near. 
Kendril turned his head back to look down the beach once more. Still no sign of Tomas. As much as Kendril disliked his fellow Ghostwalker, he had to admit that the man moved like a living shadow. 
“You’re lucky I’m not a Jombard,” came a soft voice right behind Kendril’s ear. “You’d already be dead.”
Kendril craned his head around, trying not to show the surprise he felt. “Tomas. Took you long enough.”
The Ghostwalker slid into the tangle of rocks beside Kendril. He pushed his hood back away from his matted hair. He was soaking wet, and reeked strongly of brine.
Kendril pushed to the side to make room for the other man. “Find anything?”
“Yeah.” Tomas pointed casually with his dagger, across the beach towards the dark cliffs ahead. “The big cave on the lower left. It goes back in for quite some ways. There’s a group in there. Staying quiet and out of sight for the most part.”
Kendril felt the thrill of impending battle rise up inside of him. “Jombards?”
Tomas lowered the dagger, but kept it in his hand. The blade had been darkened with something that prevented it from shining in the pale starlight. “I think so. They were speaking in a strange tongue. There are two sentries hiding in the rocks by the cliff’s edge. They weren’t dressed like anyone from Redemption. Trousers, war paint. One was wearing a wolf skin.”
Kendril spat onto the rocks. “A Berserker. Just our luck. Hopefully there’s only the one.” He turned to face Tomas in the darkness, a new level of respect in his voice. “You got past the two sentries?”
Tomas gave a weary nod. “Made it a little ways into the cave, but then I had to turn back. There’s a heap of them inside. I would guess at least a dozen.”
“Bronwyn?”
“There was a woman’s voice towards the back.” Tomas clucked his tongue. “But I didn’t see her.”
Kendril leaned back against a sharp rock, thinking. “Good enough. We’ll have to do this quick and quiet, at least as long as we can. Bronwyn’s the priority. We get in, grab her, and get out.”
Tomas was quiet for a moment. “You and me? Against a dozen Jombards?”
Kendril smiled. “Yeah, I feel kind of sorry for them too. Not really fair.”
Tomas gave a somber shake of his head. “You got a real death wish, don’t you Kendril?”
Kendril pulled out one of his pistols and checked the flint by touch in the darkness. “I told you already, Eru won’t let me die.”
“Is that what we’re counting on?” Tomas’ voice was thick with sarcasm. “Your invulnerability?”
“That, and the element of surprise.” Kendril gave a satisfied grunt and returned the weapon to its holster. 
“I’d feel better with some solid reinforcements behind our back,” Tomas said carefully. “If we’re going to storm the place it would be good to have some friends behind us.”
Kendril pulled out his second pistol and checked it as well. “Like who? You see anyone in town who would be willing to help out two Ghostwalkers clear out a cave of Jombards?”
“The town militia, surely.”
Kendril shook his head. He rubbed some of the salt spray off his cheek. “Redemption’s almost a day’s march away. By the time we get here and get back, Bronwyn might well be gone.”
“So your solution is to charge in right now against overwhelming odds?” Tomas sighed. “I’m beginning to see why you and Olan hate each other so much.”
Kendril smirked. “Olan’s an idiot. Trust me, I know what I’m doing here. This will be easy.”
“All right.” Tomas got up, his face hidden in the darkness of the night. “But like you said, we do this quick and quiet. My way, not yours. No pistols blazing. Quick knife work will be best. You got one?”
Kendril felt instinctively for the short swords buckled at his belt. “My swords. They will probably—”
“No.” Tomas raised his hood, and his face vanished completely into blackness. “You’ll need a knife, something short.” He reached into the folds of his cloak, and pulled out a long dagger with a dulled finish. “You know how to kill a man from behind?”
Kendril took the dagger. The weight of the weapon felt ridiculously light in his hand. “I can kill a man face to face or with his back to me. Either way is fine by me.”
Tomas gave a heavy sigh. “No. This isn’t about killing. This is about stealth. Staying quiet. Maybe you’ve heard of it?”
Kendril felt his face burn. He gripped the handle of the dagger. “Anything you can do, I can do too.”
“We’ll see.” Tomas slipped down onto the soft sand of the beach. “Stay behind me, walk where I walk, and don’t make any noise.”
Kendril muttered something unkind under his breath, then jumped down next to Tomas.
“Stay low,” Tomas said, his voice almost inaudible over the crashing surf. “And for Eru’s sake don’t shoot off one of those pistols.”
“Yes, mother,” Kendril snipped.
They headed off together across the dark beach, moving like two shadows in the dark. 
The beach was a mixture of sand, rocks, and scattered shells. Try as he might, Kendril couldn’t seem to take a step without hearing a loud crunch underneath his boot that made him wince. His own breath thundered in his ears, louder than the ocean. He twisted the dagger handle in his hand, wishing for the more solid grip of one of his swords. Several times he stepped with a loud splash into a tide pool or puddle. 
Tomas turned once, and Kendril could see his eyes glaring at him even underneath the shadow of his hood. 
The light was poor on the beach, and Kendril felt as if he was stepping blindly. There was little way of knowing what was underneath him. The terrain in front of him seemed to rise up like ghostly apparitions. He found himself wishing for the full moon that had lit the harbor back in New Marlin, instead of this near pitch blackness.
Tomas stopped at a tumble of fallen driftwood, and signed something back to Kendril.
Kendril nodded as if he understood, even though he had no idea what Tomas was trying to say. 
Tomas pointed with two fingers straight ahead, on the other side of the fallen driftwood.
That much Kendril got. He lifted his dagger and nodded again. 
Tomas slid forward, melding into the darkness of the deep shadows. 
Kendril made a face, then crept around the other side of the driftwood, much more noisily than he would have hoped. He peered anxiously ahead of him, trying to make out any abnormal shapes.
In the blackness of some large tumbled boulders just ahead, the shape of a man leaning on a spear began to take form to Kendril’s untrained eyes. 
Kendril took a deep breath, clutched his dagger tightly, and moved forward.
This wasn’t his style. He hated sneaking around like this, like a thief or burglar. And, in fairness, he wasn’t very good at it. At all.
Kendril risked a furtive glance to his right, but he couldn’t see Tomas or the second sentry. He hoped to Eru that he wasn’t sneaking up on the same man that Tomas was. 
There was no sound, just the relentless crash of the breakers on the rocky beach. It filled Kendril’s ears like a pulsing heartbeat. 
He crept nearer. Nearer.
The Jombard began to take more shape. He was tall, standing among the boulders like a silent statue. Both his hands rested on a spear that was planted in the ground in front of him. He wore simple trousers. A shield, probably wooden, hung on his back. 
Kendril frowned. With the shield the Jombard would be impossible to stab in the back. Kendril would have to go for the throat. A quick, savage strike. 
The guard shifted slightly. He looked down the beach.
Kendril froze. His hand was sweaty, despite the chill in the air. A drizzle had started up again, and Kendril realized with a start that between the rain and the spray off the sea his cloak was soaked through. He ground his teeth and stepped forward.
Closer. Closer. He was just a few steps away now.
Kendril tensed his arm. A hand over the man’s mouth, the knife in his throat. Quick, and no sound. 
Something crunched underneath his boot.
The guard snapped his head around.
Ashes. So much for stealth.
Kendril hurled himself forward.
He slammed into the sentry. Both of them crashed forward onto the sharp rocks of the beach.
Kendril tried to drive his knife down towards the guard’s throat.
Fighting like a cornered wolf, the Jombard grabbed Kendril’s wrist, pushing the blade away. He slammed his hand into Kendril’s face, and pushed his head back.
Snarling, Kendril grabbed at the man’s face with his own free hand. He couldn’t see with the hand over his own face. He slammed his knee down into the Jombard’s stomach, then bit two of the man’s fingers as hard as he could.
The Jombard screamed. The sound was muffled by Kendril’s hand over his face.
Kendril felt the blood lust come over him. He drove the dagger down in a frenzy, driving it towards the Jombard’s throat.
For a moment they struggled, tangled limbs in their life and death struggle in the night. Kendril felt the tearing sharp rocks on his knees, the taste of the man’s blood in his mouth where he had bit his fingers. He ground his teeth together, pushed harder on the dagger.
The blade punched down into the man’s throat.
The Jombard lurched. His body convulsed. Once, twice. He made a low, gurgling sound, then went limp.
Panting, Kendril yanked the dagger loose and collapsed to the side. He was bleeding from a shallow cut across his face, where the man’s fingernails had raked him. The spear had rolled off to the side, and Kendril found himself sitting on it. He pushed away and leaned up against a nearby rock. 
He wiped a glove hand across his face, still breathing heavily.
A hand grabbed his shoulder.
Kendril whirled, raising his dagger to strike.
“It’s me,” Tomas cried. He ducked down behind the rocks. “Regnuthu take it, Kendril! Could you have made any more noise?”
Kendril threw Tomas’ hand off his shoulder. “Guess we can’t all be perfect.” He glanced back towards the darkness pooling around the base of the cliff. “The other one?”
“I got him,” Tomas affirmed. He glanced over the top of the boulders. “I hope to Eru no one in the cave heard all that commotion you made.”
“I hope they did,” said Kendril with slightly more bravado then he felt. He spat the blood out of his mouth. “I prefer a straight-up fight to all this sneaking around.”
“You may get your wish,” said Tomas. His voice was low and frigid.
Kendril looked up quickly, one hand darting to his flintlock pistol. 
Tomas slid back down the side of rock. “They’re coming out of the cave.”
 



Chapter 10
 
Joseph reacted without planning, without thinking about the ramifications of his actions. Like a wild beast. Pure instinct. 
The first gendarme, Yuri, had his carbine almost in his hands when Joseph hit him.
Joseph slammed his hand forward, ramming it hard into the man’s Adam’s apple. 
Yuri fell back, choking and sputtering. The carbine almost dropped from his hands. 
The second gendarme, Korander, swung his carbine around, the barrel pointed at Joseph’s mid-section.
Joseph didn’t know if the man would really shoot him or not. Nor did he intend to find out. He leapt forward and grabbed the gun by the barrel. With a wild motion he twisted the weapon away. 
The man fought like a rabid dog, jerking the firearm around in an effort to get it wrenched out of Joseph’s grip.
Joseph held on just as tenaciously. His life depended on keeping his hands on the carbine. “Maklavir!” he shouted.
Yuri bent over double, coughing and retching as if he was going to spill his guts all over the floor. It was only a matter of seconds before he straightened and recovered.
Down the hall came a wailing scream. An incessant banging started in one of the nearby rooms, then some hysterical laughter.
Wonderful. They were waking the whole place up.
Joseph yanked the carbine up. The barrel of the weapon pointed straight up towards the ceiling.
Korander growled. He clung tightly to his end of the weapon.
Behind Joseph’s back, Yuri began to straighten. He fumbled with the carbine in his hands.
Joseph heaved with all his might and shoved Korander against the wall of the hall. The nearby doors rattled from the impact. An austere picture that had been hanging on the wall dropped off to the floor. Its frame shattered. 
Maklavir appeared at the door to Kara’s room. His mouth dropped open. “What in Zanthora—?”
Korander’s carbine fired. 
The sound was a deafening thunderclap in the enclosed hall. A cloud of gun smoke erupted into the air, burning Joseph’s eyes and throat. 
The carbine ball lanced into the ceiling. A shower of wood splinter, plaster, and dust rained down on Joseph and Korander. 
Yuri backed against the opposite wall of the hallway. He lifted his carbine. The strap swayed from the bottom of the weapon. 
Joseph kneed Korander hard in the gut.
A yell echoed down the hall, weird and frantic. 
Korander doubled over. He let go of the smoking carbine.
Joseph turned, the spent carbine in his hands. He fully expected to be met by a bullet in the face.
To his surprise, he saw Maklavir wrestling valiantly with Yuri. 
Joseph swung the carbine around and brought the weapon down on Korander’s head, hard enough to risk cracking the wooden stock. 
Korander crumpled to the ground without a sound.
Joseph turned back around. 
Yuri threw Maklavir off him with a roar.
The diplomat crashed back unceremoniously in the middle of the hall floor. His cape billowed out and over his head.
Joseph thrust the butt end of the carbine into Yuri’s face.
The gendarme didn’t see the blow coming until it was too late. His head snapped back, hitting the paneling of the wall with a loud crack. He hit the floor hard and didn’t move. 
Joseph breathed heavily, his eyes watering from the pall of gun smoke that drifted in the hall. He reached over and pulled Maklavir to his feet. “Get their swords, Maklavir. Move.”
Maklavir struggled for a moment to get the cape off his head before finally extricating himself. “Tuldor’s beard, Joseph! When you said you’d take care of the gendarmes, I assumed you meant bribe them, or distract them—”
“Berate me later,” Joseph said. “Potemkin and his men will be on us any second.” He snatched up the unfired carbine, and checked the firelock with shaking fingers. The weapon was primed. 
Maklavir snatched the swords off the belts of the two unconscious gendarmes. “What exactly is your plan, then? The windows are barred, and the doors are locked, if you hadn’t noticed. There’s no way out of here.”
A nearby door creaked open, and wide eyes stared out at them. There was a shriek, and the door banged shut just as quickly.
“There,” Joseph said, nodding with his head. “That door. It leads outside to a patio. We need to find a way to bash it down. Try to find something in one of the rooms…something iron, maybe. Anything we can use as a battering ram.”
Kara appeared at the door to her room. She looked down the hallway, her face calm and her eyes distant. “Ladder of green, swan in ice,” she murmured.
Maklavir grabbed Kara and pulled her away from the doorway. He pushed her behind a tall potted plant.
Joseph looped out a satchel of cartridges from the gendarme’s belt. He looked down at the carefully prepared shots, wishing to Eru that Kendril were here right now.
Did he really just think that? Joseph felt a shudder of rage and revulsion shiver through him. It was Kendril’s fault that Kara was the way she was right now. He had shot her, even though Joseph had begged him not to, even though—
A gendarme appeared at the bottom of the stairs, carbine in hand. He looked up the stairs, confusion evident on his face
Joseph ducked back from the edge of the stairs. “Hurry,” he hissed at Maklavir. “Find something, anything—”
Maklavir pushed Kara down to a sitting position on the floor. 
The girl didn’t resist. She seemed abnormally calm. 
Maklavir flipped back his cape. “Give me two minutes.”
Joseph leaned forward, the carbine set to his shoulder and ready to fire.
Three gendarmes were coming up the stairs. They spotted Joseph. They ducked back and raised their own guns.
Joseph deliberately aimed at the empty space between them, then pulled the trigger on the carbine.
The gun sparked, flashed and roared in his hands. It gave a satisfying kick back into his shoulder, and thundered out a black cloud of smoke that obscured his view. 
Joseph ducked back without seeing the result of his shot. He hoped that his aim had been good enough to miss.
A ripple of gunshots flickered out from the stairs below. 
Down the hall, someone screamed. A door banged shut. 
Bullets tore into the banister, shattered a hole in the nearby window, and tore a piece off the top step.
Joseph scurried back, reaching for another cartridge. He coughed.
Maklavir was kneeling calmly beside the door that led the outside patio. He was fiddling with the lock. 
“What in Zanthora are you doing?” Joseph yelled. He hit the floor behind a small table. His fingers fumbled clumsily with the bullet cartridge. 
“Finesse over brutality, old chap.” Maklavir’s voice was surprisingly calm. “I’m going to blow the door off.”
Joseph peered through the black smoke that covered the head of the stairs, but could see no emerging shapes of gendarmes. “You brought explosives with you?”
“I’ve made it a habit ever since before the Despair.” Maklavir moved his fingers to the hinge of the door. “Got caught in a library once without a lick of gunpowder and almost got killed. Can’t say I don’t learn from my own mistakes.”
“Maklavir! Joseph!” The voice was Potemkin’s, coming from out of sight down the stairs. “You’re being fools. There’s no way out of there.”
“That’s what he thinks,” Maklavir mumbled.
Joseph fumbled with the cartridge, biting the wax seal off the top. He had reloaded a firearm perhaps a grand total of a half dozen times his whole life. 
“Come down with your hands up!” Potemkin ordered. “Now, gentlemen.”
Joseph was relieved that the gendarmes weren’t charging their position. At least not yet. He glanced back behind him. “Iola?”
“Fainted dead away.” Maklavir moved a piece of matchcord between two charges, then stuffed something up in the top corner of the door. “I doubt she would have come with us, anyways. I wasn’t paying her that much.”
Joseph fumbled his way through reloading the carbine. Gunpowder spilled onto the carpet from his clumsy attempt. He almost dropped the lead ball. 
This was madness. Even if they could get the door to the patio open, where would they go after that? Kara would be no different, certainly. Breaking her out of the Sanitarium wouldn’t suddenly cure her.
But it would be better than letting her rot in some military prison.
Joseph unhooked the metal ramrod attached underneath the carbine’s barrel, then used it to ram the paper wadding home. 
“You have five seconds, gentlemen.” Potemkin did not sound amused in the slightest.
Joseph looked behind him as he clicked the hammer on the carbine back. “Maklavir—”
“I got it,” the diplomat said. He ducked back from the door, trailing a thin line of matchcord behind him. “I just need a light.”
Joseph stared at him blankly for a moment. He wasn’t carrying any tinder or flint, didn’t have—
Iola’s candle. 
Maklavir seemed to have the same thought at the same moment. His eyes flashed towards the soft golden glow emanating from Kara’s room.
“Go,” Joseph hissed. “I’ll—“
“Time’s up,” Potemkin shouted from below.
Heavy footsteps sounded on the stairs.
Maklavir dashed into the bedroom.
Joseph stood and lowered his carbine at the stairs. His heart was racing. Not with fear, but with adrenaline. He felt strangely calm. For the last few months he had been drifting in the wind, fighting a war that wasn’t his own, avoiding the pain that cut at his heart.
But now…now he knew what he was doing. He was getting Kara out of this place. Even if it cost him his life.
Maklavir came back out into the hall, candle in hand. Soft orange light lit the corridor and reflected off the strands of gun smoke that floated gently though the air.
Joseph aimed down the barrel of the carbine. He didn’t want to kill any of these gendarmes, but he would if he had to. 
The first man appeared over the lip of the steps, carbine in hand.
Joseph fired.
The blast sent out a huge cloud of smoke and fire that blocked Joseph’s vision. He dropped the weapon and dodged back. One hand reached for the gendarme’s sword that he had tucked into his belt. 
An answering shot sang out from the smoke cloud.
Part of the wall by Joseph’s head splintered and fractured as the bullet raked across its length, drilling into the door frame of Kara’s room.
One of the gendarmes shouted. 
Maklavir ducked down behind the potted plants and covered Kara with his body.
Another shot echoed out.
The bullet punched into the table that Joseph was behind. Flakes of polished wood erupted into the air. 
Down the hall, one of the residents screamed. Another began to laugh maniacally.
Joseph thought he could hear Grelda’s thin, stern voice shouting somewhere downstairs.
Another heavy tromp of boots came from the stairs.
Joseph lifted his sword. He got ready to move forward.
The thick door to the patio exploded.
The sound of the blast made the gunfire that had preceded it sound like tiny poppers. It was as if a dozen cannons had gone off all at the same time. Pieces of the door rattled off the opposite wall. Smoke and dust billowed down the hallway in both directions. Screams and babblings sounded from up and down the corridor.
Joseph staggered forward, thrown off balance by the thunderclap. His ears rang, and he choked on the swirl of dust and smoke. 
Panicked shouts came from the stairs. The gendarmes had been taken off-guard, but not for long.
A hand clapped on Joseph’s shoulder. 
Surprised, he turned around, blinking in the swirling eddies of smoke. 
It was Maklavir. He had Kara by the hand. He pulled Joseph back. “Come on, Joseph!”
Joseph didn’t wait for a second urging. He followed Maklavir back towards the gaping hole where the patio door had been.
The outside air was cold, but refreshing clear after the gun smoke and dust of the hallway. A light frozen rain was falling.
Joseph coughed roughly. The sword was still clutched in his hand. He dashed out onto the patio, blinking tears away from his eyes. He looked right and left for the stairs.
There weren’t any.
Maklavir skidded to a stop by the stone railing of the patio. He peered over the edge at the lawn below. “A bit far to jump, I’d say.”
Joseph bit back a nasty response. The gendarmes would be on them any moment. He ran to the railing and looked down.
The wall below fell down to the lawn. Unfortunately, Maklavir’s first reaction seemed accurate. It looked too far to jump, even with soft grass underfoot to catch their fall. They could potentially make it, but if one of them twisted or broke an ankle, they would be done for. Kara was already only half-present, and was muttering something to herself in her strange chant, her eyes looking at nothing.
A wailing scream came from back inside the Sanitarium. 
Joseph snapped his head back. 
Smoke and dust still poured out of the blasted door. Right now it was undoubtedly prolonging their lives, as it was blocking the gendarmes from seeing the method of their escape. But as soon as they saw the open doorway, Potemkin’s men would come rushing out onto the patio—
The patio from which there was no escape.
Joseph cursed. He pounded his free hand down against the top of the stone railing in frustration.
Something crinkled underneath his fist.
Joseph reached his hand down, and felt something hard and stringy on the top of the wet stone. It took him a moment to realize what it was.
Vines. The wall below him was covered with ivy, long thick strands that reached all the way to the ground. 
A door slammed shut from inside the Sanitarium. The sharp clap of a gunshot echoed out into the cold night air. Probably one of the gendarmes firing at something in the smoke.
Maklavir turned, the second gendarme’s sword held in his hand. “Oh, well. Death and glory, I suppose?”
“No.” Joseph grabbed at the vines. “The vines. Take Kara and climb down them. I’ll cover you as long as I can.”
Maklavir looked over at his friend with a skeptically raised eyebrow. “You’re joking. Those vines won’t hold our weight. And how can I get Kara—”
Maklavir had glanced behind him, as thought to illustrate his point, but to both men’s surprise, Kara was already climbing over the top of the stone railing, her hands grasping the strands of ivy.
Joseph practically shoved Maklavir back towards the railing. “Go now. Don’t let anything happen to her.”
Maklavir nodded, muttered something under his breath, then tucked his sword away into his belt. He leapt for the wall. 
Joseph turned back towards the blasted remains of the patio door. 
A gendarme crashed outside, waving his carbine around as he tried to wave the smoke away from his eyes. His eyes widened as he saw Joseph. “Here!” he shouted over his shoulder. “Out—”
Joseph didn’t let the man finish. 
He sprang forward like a tiger, sweeping his sword at the gendarme’s firearm. The blade was a heavy weapon, not like the elegant rapier he was used to using, and it robbed Joseph of much of the finesse he was accustomed to. Still, it was a sturdy design and had a sharp edge, and beggars couldn’t be too choosy.
The blade knocked the surprised gendarme’s weapon away.
There was a flash and sudden bang as the carbine fired. 
The bullet shrieked off to the side, pinging off the stone railing of the patio.
The gendarme reached frantically for his sword.
Joseph gave him not room to recover. He stepped forward, resisting the urge to run the man through with his sword. He didn’t want to kill these men, not unless he absolutely had to. He flicked the blade away and smashed the heavy hilt of the weapon into the gendarme’s face.
The man flew backwards. He collided with another gendarme who was just emerging from the smoke. 
With a snarl Joseph launched himself forward and gave the falling gendarme a kick for good measure. 
Both of the gendarmes disappeared backwards into the swirling smoke of the hall.
Another shout sounded from inside.
Joseph didn’t know how long it took to climb down the wall. He could only hope that Kara and Maklavir had already made it. Either way, his time was up. More gendarmes were coming, and he had to run now if he was going to have a chance of making it out alive.
He turned to the railing, and tucked his sword into his belt. Another shout sounded behind him as he hurled himself over the edge, grabbing blindly at the vines.
A shot cracked out, and Joseph actually felt the wind of the musket ball as it zipped by his face.
Then he was over the side, and among a tangle of vines and creepers as he fought his way down. 
To say Joseph climbed down the wall was far more generous than he deserved. It was really a controlled fall. Vines snapped and tore underneath his grip. He kept scrabbling with his boot for some kind of purchase, but the network of vines below him offered little in the way of a foothold. 
Dirt and water smeared his face. Joseph felt the constant fear of falling as vine after vine tore out as he held on to them, and more than once he swung out from the wall, only to slam back painfully into the stone.
Halfway down the wall his final hold tore free and he fell.
Joseph fell into a heap at the base of the wall, panting and gasping. Leaves and creepers fell down onto his face and beard. He spat a filthy leaf out of his mouth, then staggered to his feet. His knuckles were bruised and bleeding, his knees and hips burned from where they had repeatedly struck the wall. 
His ankles weren’t twisted, though, and that was something.
A hand snatched his arm and pulled Joseph to his feet.
It was Maklavir. He looked rather more undignified than usual. His face was smeared with mud. Pieces of ivy clung to his cape and shirt. 
“Thanks,” Joseph grunted.
“You’re worse than Kendril when it comes to planning escapes,” Maklavir quipped. “You should have seen Kara. She clambered down like a monkey.”
Joseph looked up at the beautiful redhead. 
She stood just a few feet away, a pleasant expression on her face. Her eyes still stared at something unseen, as if she was in another world. “Ladder of green,” she whispered.
Joseph felt the chill move over him before he even understood what it was, as if a phantom had suddenly appeared just behind him. He turned slowly, staring at the darkened wall behind him.
The ivy-covered wall. A ladder of green.
For a moment Joseph couldn’t speak and couldn’t move. He felt the cold touch of the supernatural on him, and it scared him out of all reason.
Then the bear-capped head of a gendarme appeared at the top of the wall, followed a moment later by the shape of a carbine barrel. 
“Run!” Joseph shouted. He pushed Maklavir and Kara out onto the lawn. He hoped that despite her strange delirium, Kara could still run.
A shot snapped off behind them. Dirt and grass exploded next to Joseph’s foot.
Ahead was a low line of hedges. The branches were just starting to fill out again with leafy green at the coming of spring. 
“There!” Joseph yelled. He pointed ahead towards the hedges, hoping that Maklavir could see. In truth, however, there were few other options to run to. The lawn was relatively open, and they needed cover. Fast.
They took off across the grass. The moon and stars were hidden behind the clouds, and the light was scarce. The chilly mixture of rain and snow slapped against their faces and began to soak their clothes. Behind them came more shouts and another gunshot. The flash of the shot lit up the lawn briefly like an errant stroke of lightning. 
Joseph reached the hedge first. He blundered down one side of it, grabbing at the sharp branches and wet leaves with his hands. It was so dark he could barely see. 
“What now?” Maklavir started as another gunshot sounded from the patio. “We’re trapped.”
“Search for an opening,” Joseph shouted. He felt the same frustration that Kendril seemed to perpetually feel towards the finely-dressed man. Put Maklavir in a drawing room with the Lord Protector of Arbela and he could talk his way into a title and an estate, but throw him into a life and death situation where every second counted and the man needed to be practically held by the hand. 
“Search for an opening?” Maklavir gestured with his sword back towards the Sanitarium. “How do you know that there even is one? Shouldn’t we try to hack our way through?”
Joseph kept moving, groping blindly with his hands. There were so many things wrong with what Maklavir was suggesting that he didn’t have the time or patience to list them. Strangely enough, and for the first time, he found himself missing Kendril. Even at his worst moments the Ghostwalker always seemed decisive and active. 
Kendril would find a way out of this.
He pushed the thought from his head. Kendril was gone. Joseph had told him to go. He still couldn’t forgive him for what he had done to Kara.
And besides, Kendril wasn’t here. This was up to Joseph. He had to get them out of here alive.
Joseph ignored the pain of the stabbing branches. His teeth chattered from the cold. He found himself praying, desperately calling to Eru for help. He didn’t know what else to do. If he didn’t—
His hands flew into empty space.
Joseph stopped, and threw his arms forward. An opening in the hedge. Praise Eru. He snapped his head back to the side. “This way, quick!”
Maklavir didn’t hesitate. He snatched the spaced-out Kara by the arm and pulled her towards Joseph.
Joseph charged down the line of hedges, trying to see in the near-darkness. He wished he had a light, even a simple candle. Of course, any light he held would help the gendarmes track them. The darkness was both a curse and a blessing.
Joseph could just make out a wall of hedge up ahead, and what looked like a gravel path. He looked back, and managed to put his arms up just before Maklavir crashed into him. 
“I say, watch where you’re going,” the diplomat said angrily. 
Joseph felt the flash of irritation again, but forced it down. “Left,” he said. “We’ll follow the path.”
“Left? Why not to the right?” Maklavir nodded his head down the other direction.
Joseph resisted the urge to reach out and strangle the man. Arguing over directions? In the middle of running for their lives?
“We need to get back to the main drive,” Joseph said between his teeth. “We can get back to the city after that.” He snatched Kara by the hand and pulled her along. Her skin was ice-cold. 
“If you say so,” Maklavir said sourly. He ran along behind them, his cape flapping wildly. “I still think—”
They passed into an open garden, a grassy lawn bordered on all sides by bare rose bushes and higher hedges on all sides. 
Joseph paused, peering around him in the dark. Through the slushy rain he could make out some marble benches and what looked to be an iron gate off to the right.
“What now?” Maklavir said peevishly. 
A call from behind them pushed Joseph out of his temporary daze. He shook his head. “The gate,” he said. “That should lead back to the main drive.”
“Well, you’re the pathfinder,” said Maklavir. He shivered in the falling rain, and looked back behind him. “I say, you don’t think they’re tracking us through all this, do you?”
Joseph pushed the diplomat towards the gate. “Just move. We’re running out of time.”
“A ladder of green,” Kara sang. “A swan in ice. Horses, horses in the night.”
Joseph stopped as if he had been struck. He swung around, then felt all the blood drain from his face.
Even in the dark, he could see the large shape in the middle of the garden. How he had missed it before he didn’t rightfully know, but he had been looking for a way out, not noticing all the details around them. 
It was a large stone fountain. The top was shaped like a large swan, its neck craned back. At one time water undoubtedly poured from its beak, but now it was silent and still, the basin around it filled with sludge and ice. Frost and ice glistened up the swan’s sides.
For a moment Joseph couldn’t speak, couldn’t move. He just stared like an imbecile, his mind blank and his body paralyzed. 
“Follow the stones,” Kara whispered. Her voice was like that of a ghost in the darkness of the garden. “The stones of white.”
Joseph turned his head. 
On the opposite side of the garden was a small trail of white gravel. It led out between two of the hedges, then downhill. 
Joseph looked back at Kara, his mouth agape.
The red-headed girl still stared straight ahead, her eyes unseeing and yet seeing more than Joseph could. 
A squeal of hinges filled the quiet of the garden.
The noise made Joseph start. He lurched back around.
Maklavir.
The diplomat was already disappearing through the iron gate.
Joseph leaped after him, forgetting Kara for a moment. “Maklavir!” he called out. “Wait, stop!”
He vaulted over the small gate. Rust from the old metal smeared onto his hands.
On the  other side of the gate was a broad path that led away from the Sanitarium, joining up with the main drive.
Maklavir turned around in a huff. The feather in his cap was flattened from the falling rain. “Great Eru in Pelos, what is it now? I was only doing what you—”
The sharp cry of a horse cut through the night air. 
Joseph and Maklavir both turned to look down the wide lane. 
Four mounted gendarmes, tall bear-caps on their heads and sharp sabers in their hands, galloped down the path.
Directly at Joseph and Maklavir. 
 



Chapter 11
 
Kendril pulled out his flintlock pistol. He cocked back the hammer with the edge of his palm. 
Tomas reached over and grabbed Kendril’s gun arm. He made a hushing motion with his hand and pulled Kendril further down behind the slimy rocks. 
“What’s wrong with you?” Kendril whispered. “You said—”
“Shhh,” Tomas said angrily. He motioned with hands towards the darkened entrance to the sea cave. “Wait and watch.”
Two men emerged from the cave. They moved out cautiously, looking around in confusion. They looked exactly like the Jombard sentries that Kendril and Tomas had just encountered. One held a spear with both hands, the other a crude longsword.
Tomas grabbed the body of the Jombard that Kendril had killed, and slowly dragged it behind the tumbled rocks. He turned to Kendril, and put a finger over his lips, then motioned towards the two new Jombards.
Kendril gave an exasperated sigh, then reluctantly put his pistol back into its holster. 
Tomas crept around the edge of one of the large boulders, then moved out of sight.
One of the Jombards called out in the harsh tongue of his people. He looked warily around him, then turned to his companion and said something else.
Kendril ducked low behind one of the rocks. He drew the dagger again. 
Just the two. Tomas had been right not jump into action, at least not yet. These Jombards had probably heard the noise of Kendril’s fight and had come to investigate.
Rain plinked softly against Kendril’s upraised hood. He pressed himself uncomfortably close to one of the barnacle-encrusted boulders, his nose wrinkling at the strong smell of seaweed. 
He only hoped that Tomas knew what he was doing. 
One of the Jombards, the one with the longsword, gestured towards the boulders that Kendril was crouched behind. He said something else in his own language, then started walking straight towards Kendril. 
Kendril fought down the urge to pull out a pistol and just shoot the man. He couldn’t risk Bronwyn getting away. Not again.
The Jombard came closer. He jumped up onto one of the rocks just above where Kendril was hiding.
Kendril held his breath.
The second Jombard made a sudden gurgling noise and lurched back.
The Jombard on the rocks whirled. He raised his longsword.
Kendril didn’t give him a chance. He jumped up and grabbed the Jombard’s legs.
The Jombard tumbled forward as his legs were swept out from under him. He gave a half cry as he pitched down.
Kendril gave the man a helping hand. He slammed his head down hard on the jutting rocks.
Without another sound, the Jombard rolled off onto the sand.
Kendril vaulted over the rock.
Tomas wiped his blade clean on his cloak, then stepped over the fallen form of the second Jombard.
Kendril gave a shake of his head. “These have to be the worst sentries ever.”
“Lucky for us.” Tomas kept one wary eye on the gaping entrance to the cave. “There are others inside.”
“Remember,” Kendril warned, “it’s Bronwyn that we’re after. We need her alive.”
Tomas glanced down at the body at his feet. “You don’t think the Jombards know anything useful?”
Kendril grimaced. “Even if they do, can you understand anything they’re saying?”
Tomas gave a surrendering shrug. “All right, point taken.” He flicked the rainwater off his knife. “The cave starts narrow, but gets bigger towards the back. I’ll go first. Stay behind me and stay quiet.”
Kendril gave a lopsided grin. It was hidden by the shadow his hood cast over his face. “Hey, I made it this far just fine, didn’t I?”
Tomas gave him a skeptical look. “Let’s just say that I can see why you’re Sword division and not Shadow.”
“Enough talking,” Kendril grunted. “Lead the way.”
Tomas hesitated.
“I’ll be quiet,” Kendril assured him. “I promise.”
“Right,” Tomas mumbled. He turned, then skulked forward into the dark recess of the cave.
Kendril moved after him, dagger still in hand. 
Tomas was right. The entrance to the cave was narrow, like the opening to a bottle. The walls were tight on either side, making it just big enough to squeeze a horse or mule through. There was a sharp bend, and the passage continued a short way into the rock. 
Surprisingly, the cave was better lit than the beach outside. A faint golden glow flickered down the narrow tunnel, coming from some unseen light source farther ahead.
“You got through this without being seen?” Kendril whispered. “I’m impressed.”
Tomas violently motioned for Kendril to keep quiet, then crept onwards.
Kendril stifled a nasty response, and tightened his hand on the dagger. He was ready to be done with all this cloak and dagger business, even if it meant fighting down a dozen Jombards at once. Still, he needed Bronwyn alive, and he had no doubt that the witch would flee at the slightest sign of trouble. For now, this was the best way to ensure her capture.
Just ahead, the cave opened up.
Kendril caught his breath. It was big. Bigger than he had thought at first, or had even imagined it to be.
The cave floor was wide and large, still damp from the last high tide. There must have been at least an acre or two of space, stretching all the way back to a tumbled pile of flat stones at the rear of the chamber that led up to the far wall. The ceiling stretched above them at a dizzy height, almost one hundred feet from the floor. The rocks and floor were covered with the white stains of birds, and festered with barnacles and dried shells. 
From one corner came the sound of laughter and the foreign voices of Jombards talking. A bright yellow glow emanated from there, and Kendril caught glimpses of a large fire. The sounds echoed eerily off the chamber walls, reverberating around in the cavern. He could see why Tomas had urged quiet. Even the slightest noise was magnified in here.
Tomas turned, and gestured with his hand, off towards the opposite corner of the cave.
Kendril nodded, and followed the man. 
As they moved across the dark floor of the sea cave, Kendril glimpsed several other tunnels and side-passages at the back of the cavern. He had no doubt that at least one or two might well lead to the top of the cliffs above. He had heard tales as a boy about how caves like this were used by smugglers, pirates, and even slavers from the Spice Lands. 
That meant that the exit back to the beach might not be the only way out of the cave.
Tomas ducked down behind a low rock smeared with bird droppings. He waved Kendril over.
Kendril moved down next to him.
Tomas pointed ahead towards a slight bend in the wall of the sea cave.
Kendril peered through the darkness. It appeared to be the opening to a side cave or chamber. A warm golden light was emanating from it. Indistinct voices echoed out from inside.
One was a woman’s. 
Kendril glanced quickly over at Tomas.
The other Ghostwalker nodded.
Kendril glanced back over his shoulder towards the far end of the cave. 
The shadows of the Jombards around the fire danced on the high walls of the sea cave like cavorting specters. 
Tomas started to move forward.
Kendril grabbed the man by the arm, and shook his head. “Me first,” he whispered.
Tomas gave Kendril a skeptical glance.
Kendril ignored him and moved towards the side cave. He stayed as low as he could.
He wasn’t going to let Bronwyn get away. Not this time. 
The side chamber had been carved out by the water of the ocean over time. It was a wide crack that moved further back into the recess of the cave wall.
Kendril moved inside quietly. Ahead he could hear the voices. They sounded close, right around the corner. 
His heart beat a little faster. The woman’s voice. It was speaking the same unintelligible tongue as the Jombards, but there was no mistaking it.
Bronwyn.
Kendril stood up to his full height. He put one hand on each of his pistols, then turned the corner. 
The chamber was small, lit by a lamp that was set in the middle of the floor. Four figures were seated on makeshift chairs, talking animatedly. Three of them were Jombards. They wore the simple wool trousers, blue and white war paint, and animal skins of the barbarian tribe. 
The fourth person was a startlingly beautiful woman with long black hair and amber eyes that glowed like gold in the lamplight. She was seated on a stool against the far wall, wearing a black robe with a white hood.
Kendril walked into the room.
The conversation ceased abruptly. The three Jombards jumped to their feet. 
Bronwyn stared at Kendril, her mouth open. She seemed, for the first time since Kendril had known her, to be genuinely surprised.
“Hello, Bronwyn,” Kendril said with a smile. 
The Jombards reached for their weapons. 
Kendril whipped out both his pistols and fired. The clapping boom resounded in the small room like thunder. 
Two of the Jombards were blown back into the walls of the cave, their heads shattered by the pistol balls. 
The third came at Kendril with a scream. An axe was in his hand. 
Kendril smiled like a savage beast. He dropped his pistols and pulled out his short swords.
Hand to hand, face to face combat. Finally.
The Jombard chopped furiously, sounding a shrill war cry. 
Kendril deflected the blow just in time with one of his swords, then swiped forward with his second blade.
The slash caught the Jombard’s exposed arm, cutting it past his elbow.
The Jombard screamed in rage and pain. He swung his axe at Kendril’s head.
Kendril ducked low, then pierced his sword into the Jombard’s unarmored body. 
The Jombard’s eyes went wide. He let out a strange gasp, then crumpled to the ground. 
Kendril twisted his short sword free of the corpse, then turned to face Bronwyn.
She was on her feet. A long dagger was in her hand. 
“Just you and me,” Kendril said. He took a step towards her.
Bronwyn’s eyes glanced around like a caged beast. She jumped forward suddenly.
Kendril brought up his swords, expecting an attack.
Instead, Bronwyn snatched a pendant from her neck and held it high in her hand. 
It was oval and amber, glistening like honey in the lamplight of the room. It flashed and glowed with a sudden life all its own.
A sudden memory ignited in Kendril’s mind. Back in Balneth, Bronwyn had had a similar pendant, one that she had used to hypnotically control Jade. 
It was magic. Foul, dark magic.
Instinctively, Kendril turned his head and averted his eyes from the amber jewel.
“He is your enemy,” Bronwyn said. Her voice was deep and otherworldly. “Kill him.”
Kendril kept his eyes shut. He lashed out a hand, groping blindly for where one of the wooden stools had been to his right. His hand found it. He hurled it forward with all his might.
Bronwyn gave a sharp cry.
Kendril risked opening his eyes. 
Bronwyn was sprawled back on the stone floor of the chamber, stunned. The pendant lay a few feet away from her, dead and lifeless. Recovering, Bronwyn snatched for it.
Kendril was faster. He ran forward and kicked the pendant far out of Bronwyn’s reach. “Nice try,” he said. He brought the tip of his sword to within an inch of the witch’s throat. “Your mind games aren’t going to work with me.”
Bronwyn brought up both her hands in playful surrender. There was still a mocking smile on her face. “I never thought they would,” she said sweetly.
There was a slight, soft sound of a footfall on the stone behind Kendril.
A warning shot through Kendril’s brain. It was his sixth sense, the danger alarm that had saved his life countless times in the past. He moved before he had even consciously decided to do so, flinging himself to one side. 
Tomas passed right through where he had been standing. His dagger tore through the edge of Kendril’s cloak, barely missing his back.
Kendril whirled around, lifting his swords. “Tomas,” he roared, “what—?”
The other Ghostwalker came at him again, slashing his knife at Kendril’s face.
Kendril tripped backwards. He blocked the dagger attack with his sword.
Tomas twisted, stabbing in under Kendril’s guard.
Kendril slammed the hilt of his second sword down on Tomas’ outstretched hand, then kicked him back with his heavy boot.
Tomas fell backwards against the opposite wall of the cave. He shook his head, blinking his eyes.
Bronwyn dove for the pendant. She grabbed it up and rolled up to her knees in one smooth motion.
The pendant flared back to life.
Kendril started forward.
“Kill him.” Bronwyn repeated. A cruel smile was on her face. The pendant wasn’t turned towards Kendril.
It was turned towards Tomas.
Tomas blinked again. His face twisted in a snarl. He launched himself at Kendril.
Normally fighting a man with a single dagger while Kendril had both his short swords would have been simply laughable. But this was different. Kendril didn’t want to hurt Tomas, or kill him. But every move he could think of making in response to the man’s attack involved either killing him outright or inflicting serious harm. 
For once in his life, Kendril was in a combat where he didn’t know what to do.
He dodged to one side.
Tomas’ dagger swiped through the air. It barely missed cutting across Kendril’s arm. 
Kendril swore. He tried to find sure footing on the uneven floor of the chamber.
Bronwyn got to her feet. She gave Kendril a smirk, then dashed for the chamber’s exit.
Tomas came at Kendril again.
This was all wrong. The other Jombards were no doubt coming by now, and it would only take them seconds to get here. If Bronwyn got away, then Kendril would never catch her again.
But the mesmerized Tomas was between him and the witch.
Time seemed to slow for a moment. Kendril saw Tomas coming at him, the upraised dagger in his hand. He saw Bronwyn moving for the exit to the chamber. It was all happening slowly, dripping like molasses. 
And then he saw what to do.
Kendril dropped his swords.
Tomas raised his dagger arm, ready to plunge it down into Kendril’s chest.
Kendril leapt forward. He slammed the edge of his forearm into Tomas’ dagger arm, blocking the attack, then bashed the fist of his hand into Tomas’ face.
For all his stealth and skill with the knife, Tomas was no trained fighter, at least not a fighter of Kendril’s caliber. The move took him off-guard, and he crashed backwards.
But Kendril didn’t stop.
He used the momentum from the attack to propel himself forward and throw himself at Bronwyn. He slammed into her and grabbed her with both arms. They crashed painfully to the floor of the cave, the rock jolting their bodies.
Bronwyn fought and kicked like a wildcat, struggling against Kendril’s tight embrace. She twisted, grunted and spat as she tried to get her arms loose.
Kendril squeezed harder. He managed to glance off to the side.
Tomas was on the ground, unmoving.
Kendril hoped to Eru that he hadn’t killed him.
“Get…off—” Bronwyn panted.
Kendril’s mind raced. The only way out of this room was through the chamber exit. Tomas was unconscious. At this rate he would have to carry Tomas and Bronwyn out.
Maybe Eru hadn’t cursed him with perpetual life after all.
Shouts and hammering footfalls echoed from the corridor back to the main cavern. They sounded disturbingly close.
Bronwyn twisted, kicking her legs. Her foot caught the lamp and knocked it over.
The sound of shattering glass filled the chamber, and the light fluttered out. Darkness plunged over both Kendril and Bronwyn as they struggled. 
No, darkness was too vague a word. It was blackness, almost near-total blackness. Kendril felt as if someone had thrown a heavy blanket over his face. While his eyes were closed.
He could feel Bronwyn underneath him, hissing and fighting. The dagger was still in her hand, even though Kendril couldn’t see it anymore. He increased his grip on her slender wrist, trying to ensure that she didn’t get a chance to attack with it.
Kendril felt a sharp, stabbing lance of pain in his left wrist.
Bronwyn had pushed the dagger downwards, and it had cut into his wrist. 
This day just couldn’t get any better.
Kendril snarled, and bit back a grunt of pain. He wasn’t about to give the witch the satisfaction. He pushed her dagger hand all the way to the cold stone floor and pinned her legs down with his heavy boots.
Bronwyn screamed in rage and frustration, wiggling to get out from under him.
More shouts in the harsh language of the Jombards sounded from the corridor. The sound of running had ceased.
The darkness was undoubtedly both a blessing and a curse. It was causing the Jombards to hesitate. No one liked running blindly into a pitch-black cave when there was no way of knowing who or what was inside. 
Still, Kendril’s time was running short, and he didn’t have the seconds to waste wrestling with Bronwyn. It was time to end this.
He twisted to one side, still holding the woman’s dagger hand down, and pressed the side of his right arm hard into her neck. 
Bronwyn grunted a curse. She grabbed at his arm. Her body rolled desperately underneath him. 
Kendril closed his eyes, keeping his arm tight against her neck. He balled his hand into a fist. 
Within seconds, Bronwyn’s struggles started to grow weaker. She moaned. Her dagger hand stopped pushing against him. Her legs stopped kicking.
Kendril bit his lip, trying to ignore the stabbing pain from his hand. He had banged his knee against the stone floor again, too, and it throbbed with pain. 
Just a few more seconds….
Bronwyn gave one last confused grunt, then went limp.
Kendril kept the pressure on her neck for a few more seconds, just to make sure she was really out. Then he rolled off her with a gasp. He felt the warm puddle of lamp oil as it soaked his trouser leg, and felt the pricks of broken glass. 
An orange light flickered just out of sight around the bend. The near-darkness of the chamber lifted slightly, but it was still almost totally black. 
The Jombards were still coming, and they were bringing light with them, probably torches from the fire. 
That meant he had bought himself mere seconds. 
Kendril closed his eyes, and mentally brought up a picture of the small chamber he was in. He had entered, fired his pistols, and dropped them to the cave floor. He could still smell the raw smell of gunpowder in the air. The firearms should be within feet of him.
The orange light from the chamber’s exit grew brighter. A barked command echoed down the tunnel. 
Kendril scowled. He didn’t have much time. He scooted forward across the floor, patting his gloved hand in the darkness for his weapons. 
To his side Bronwyn gave a low moan.
Even if Kendril had had something on hand to tie the woman up with, he didn’t have the seconds to waste. He could only hope that she would stay unconscious for the next few minutes.
Kendril’s hand landed on the warm barrel of his flintlock pistol. He grinned in the darkness, and scooped the weapon up. A quick exploration to either side revealed the other weapon. 
Finally, something was going right. 
The light at the tunnel brightened. Footsteps echoed down the stone passage. The Jombards were coming again. 
Kendril reloaded the guns.
He had done it so many times before, both in the heat of battle and out of it, that he had often thought he could do it with his eyes shut. Now  he essentially was. In the darkness he didn’t even try to see what he was doing, but moved by feel and habit. 
The blazing torches came into view around the corner just as Kendril clicked the flint back on the second pistol. After the pitch-darkness of the cave the light was almost blinding. 
Kendril stood and moved forward. He brought both pistols up.
There were four Jombards. Two held torches. All of them had weapons. They came forward cautiously, jabbering to each other as they went. 
Kendril calmly aimed and shot the two in front. 
The twin flashes of the pistol lit the cavern like lightning. The blasts were deafening in the confined space.
The two Jombards flew back into the darkness as if they had been struck by invisible fists.
Kendril shook the smoke from his pistols and stepped back towards where he had dropped his swords. For a moment he was out of view from the two other Jombards.
Cries of alarm and panic came from the tunnel. 
Kendril smiled. Good. Chances were, with the torchlight directly in their eyes, the poor fools hadn’t even seen Kendril fully before he had fired at them. He holstered his pistols, and snatched up the swords from the ground. 
The first Jombard came into the cave with a scream. He had a sword in one hand and a wooden club notched with iron spikes in the other.
Kendril barreled straight towards him. 
The Jombard gave out a bellow of pure rage and swung his sword at Kendril’s head. 
Kendril parried, and swiped with his second sword at the Jombard’s mid-section.
The barbarian jumped back. He howled as he stepped across the broken glass of the lantern.
A second Jombard came into the cave, holding a torch in one hand and an axe in the other.
Kendril turned. He blocked another clumsy attack and then slashed his sword across the first Jombard’s face.
The man screamed. He dropped the club and clapped his hand to his bleeding face. 
Kendril pivoted just in time to deflect a hasty attack from the second Jombard.
The barbarian snarled, then came at Kendril again, using the blazing torch like a weapon.
Kendril dodged back. He kicked the battered lantern out of his way.
The torch weaved back and forth. The brilliant flame burned Kendril’s eyes. He barely managed to beat off an attack from the man’s axe. 
The first Jombard came at Kendril from the side with a scream of pure rage. Blood stained half his face and his shoulder as well. 
Kendril dove, skating around the edge of the stabbing longsword. He let the Jombard’s momentum carry him past, then finished the man off with a savage thrust to his neck. 
The Jombard collapsed in a heap to the floor.
The second Jombard jabbed his torch straight at Kendril’s face.
Kendril darted out of the way, then struck with his second blade at the Jombard’s arm. He felt the sword connect and cut deeply. 
The barbarian screamed. He dropped his torch.
Keeping his wits about him, Kendril leapt back.
The floor exploded in a pool of liquid flame, hissing to life from where the fallen torch had fallen in the lantern oil. 
The Jombard gave a cry and fell back. His bare feet were burning, and he stamped them wildly on the ground to put out the fire. 
Kendril crossed quickly around the blaze, carefully to keep his own boots and trousers away from the dancing flames. 
The Jombard was so busy trying to put out the fire that he never saw Kendril’s blade until it was too late. 
There was no time for a celebration. Kendril dashed over to Bronwyn, and dragged the unconscious woman away from the flames. Part of her robe had started to catch fire. Kendril stamped it out with his boot. 
He hadn’t gone through all this just to watch Bronwyn burn to death. 
Kendril looked up, but was relieved to see that Tomas’ fallen form was well clear of the fire. Hopefully when the Ghostwalker woke up he would finally be free of Bronwyn’s spell. 
The oil fire put out a choking black smoke that was quickly filling the small chamber. It was already seeping out into the open corridor, however, and from there Kendril guessed it would dissipate harmlessly out into the open air. Tomas and Bronwyn were both low to the ground, so they should be fine for now.
Kendril coughed. His eyes burned from the mix of gunpowder and oil smoke, but he couldn’t stop now.
He flipped Bronwyn over onto her stomach, pulling her arms behind her back.
She moaned again, but didn’t move. 
Kendril tore off the sash around her waist, then began to tie her wrists together.
“Ghostwalker,” a voice hissed from across the room.
Kendril shot to his feet, surprised.
A Jombard stood just inside the doorway. He was well-built, his chest and arms muscled and solid. He wore something around his neck, a leather strap from which some kind of wooden tube or vial hung. A wolf-skin was thrown over his shoulders and up over his head. He stared at Kendril with wild eyes. Oddly enough, he held no weapons at all. 
Kendril readied his own weapons and gave a smile. “Just you?” he said, knowing the Jombard probably couldn’t understand him. “All right, then. Bring it.”
The fire had blazed down, but it still simmered, filling the cavern with a dull red light and reeking clouds of black smoke that clung to the ceiling. 
The Jombard tore the vial and strap from his neck. “The Great Fang comes,” the man said. His words were broken and heavily accented. “Fire, death come you.”
Kendril gave his swords a twirl. The blades hummed through the air. “Trust me, it’s not the first time I’ve faced down fire or death.”
The Jombard pulled the top off the wooden flask. He tipped it back and drank the contents.
“I’ve had about enough of this,” Kendril said. He moved forward.
The Jombard lurched, grabbing at his stomach. He bent almost double, crying out in ghastly pain.
Kendril stopped, genuinely confused. 
“Blood of the Great Fang,” the Jombard gasped. “The Wolf god comes.”
Kendril felt an inexplicable chill crawl up his spine. The Jombard’s voice had grown suddenly deeper, with an almost inhuman tinge to it. It sounded like the growl of an animal.
The Jombard roared. The bellow was bestial, primal. He raised himself up to his full height. 
Kendril felt cold ice in his stomach. It wasn’t possible. He blinked the stinging oil smoke out of his eyes trying to see clearly in the orange half-light of the dying fire. 
The Jombard was bigger. Taller. Hair covered his chest and arms.
No, not hair. Fur.
The Jombard growled. He flexed his impossibly huge arms out to either side. Claws glinted where fingers should have been. Yellow eyes glowed dully in the darkness of the cave. The barbarian’s head had changed. It was elongated, stretched out into a muzzle.
Kendril took an involuntary step back. 
In front of him was an eight-foot tall werewolf. 
 



Chapter 12
 
Joseph grabbed Maklavir. He dragged the hapless man back towards the gate.
The gendarmes charged forward. The one in front gave a cry and lowered his cavalry saber.
Joseph had seen what one of those weapons could do when used by a rider from the back of a horse, and the result wasn’t pretty. 
“Perhaps we could—” Maklavir began to stammer.
Joseph didn’t bother to hear the man out. He kicked the iron gate open and threw Maklavir into the garden. 
A shout came from the other side of the garden. More gendarmes, probably tracking them from the back patio of the Sanitarium. 
They were trapped. 
Maklavir backed up. The sword shook in his hand. Even in the darkness, his face looked white as a sheet. “I say, where do we go now?”
Joseph looked around, his breath hissing out white into the night air. The gendarmes would easily jump the iron gate and be in the garden in seconds. If there was—
His eyes fell on the white stones. The path that led out of the garden between the two hedges.
Joseph made his decision immediately. There was no time for discussion or debate. “That way!” he said. He grabbed Kara by the hand, then pointed down the white-stone path. “Move!”
Maklavir crinkled his nose. “Are you quite sure? I don’t think that—”
“I said move!” Joseph was already running. He pulled Kara along behind him. 
The clattering of hooves and neighing of horses grew louder by the second. Garbled voices came through the hedges on the other side of the garden.
Joseph ran for all he was worth. He didn’t even look to see if Maklavir was following him. If the man wanted to stand around and debate a time like this, that was his problem. 
Joseph barely made it past the first hedge before the dark shape of a horse came crashing over the waist-high iron gate and into the garden. 
Maklavir scrambled around the edge of the hedge, right behind Joseph and Kara.
There was no way to know if the mounted gendarme had seen them or not. If he had, they would undoubtedly know very soon. Besides, there were only so many ways out of the garden behind them.
Joseph ran, his hand still grasping Kara’s. Despite the coldness of her skin, it felt good to touch her again. 
The path tilted sharply downhill, running between two high hedges. Joseph ran as fast as he dared in the darkness, glad that the white path was relatively easy to see. 
Shouts came from the garden behind them, along with the whinnying and stamping of horses. Another gunshot rang out. 
Eru only knew what they were shooting at. All Joseph knew was that he had to get Kara out of here, had to get her to safety. At this point nothing else mattered.
The hedges came to an abrupt end.
Joseph stumbled out into a wide open space, and felt the sudden panic of being exposed. It was silly, of course. The darkness hid them far better than any hedge ever could. 
Maklavir came up next to Joseph, panting heavily. “Oh, bother.”
It was a river. The bank was mere yards away from where they stood. Ice clung close to the shores, and the steady gurgling of water could be heard even over the shouts and cries that came behind them. Several large trees loomed in the darkness, right up against the riverbank.
Joseph let go of Kara’s hand and stepped almost to the edge of the water. It was hard to see, but he could see enough to know that the water was moving fast and the river was wide. It was probably one of the many branches of the Inersa River that flowed through Vorten.
The water would no doubt be cold, and deep. Swimming for the other side seemed like certain suicide.
Joseph turned, his breath ragged in the cold air. He lifted his sword. “Maklavir, take Kara and swim for it. I’ll hold them off as long as I can.”
Maklavir lifted an eyebrow. “I see you’ve taken a page out of Kendril’s book of strategy.”
“I mean it, Maklavir,” Joseph snapped. He glanced back up at the white path, then pointed his sword across the river. “Get Kara to the other side.”
“Have you completely lost your mind?” Maklavir glanced down at the crust of ice that clung to the bank. “Even if we made it we’ll freeze to death for sure.”
“I don’t have time to argue.” Joseph half-turned. He felt the overwhelming temptation to hit Maklavir with the sword in his hand. “We don’t have a lot of options. It’s the river or the gendarmes.”
“What about the boat?” Maklavir asked with deliberate calm. He pointed to a rowboat that was gently bobbing a few yards away. In the blackness of the clouded night it was almost invisible. 
Joseph clenched his teeth. He was equally torn between the rush of relief at Maklavir’s find and the heat of his anger at the man’s superior attitude. He turned and dashed to the boat. 
It looked to be in one piece. It was floating, at any rate, and was big enough for three people. 
Joseph swung around and grabbed Kara. He pulled the unresisting woman down into the boat. 
Maklavir stepped tentatively down into the rocking vessel, gathering up his cape. “Good Eru, who leaves their boat uncovered at this time of year? This is probably covered with grime and dirt, not to mention—”
“Tuldor’s beard, Maklavir, are you for real?” Joseph felt for the rope that tied the boat to the shore. “Just get in the Void-cursed—”
Two gendarmes emerged from the hedges. One held a lantern, and a sword was in his hand. The other held a wheelock carbine.
Time had just run out. 
Joseph’s hand closed on a thick, knotted rope. There was no time to find where it was tied and undo it. They would have to push-off the old fashioned way. He grabbed the rope and began sawing at it furiously with his sword. 
The gendarmes looked around them, scanning the riverbank. 
Even with the darkness and undergrowth, it would only be a matter of seconds before they spotted the boat.
Joseph kept cutting away, feeling strands of the thick rope peel away as the blade sliced through it. 
The gendarme with the lantern looked in Joseph’s direction. He shouted and pointed.
The second gendarme snapped back the lock on his musket and raised it to his shoulder. “Stop in the name of the King!” he yelled.
Joseph didn’t stop. 
He sliced through the last bit of the rope, feeling it come apart in his hands. He jumped up, grabbed the boat with both hands, and pushed it out into the water.
Then he jumped.
The sharp bang of a gunshot sounded in the night. 
Joseph felt a red hot flash of pain tear across his shoulder. He crashed into the bottom of the rowboat.
The craft wobbled uncertainly. Cold water splashed in from the sides.
“Steady on!” Maklavir cried. He grabbed at the gunwales as the boat tipped.
Joseph rolled in the bottom of the boat, grabbing at his shoulder. He could feel warm blood soaking through his greatcoat. It hurt like a line of fire across his shoulder blade.
“Stop!” The gendarme with the lantern yelled. He waved his sword uselessly.
The second gendarme reloaded the carbine, surrounded by a wreath of gun smoke.
Joseph collapsed back in the stern of the boat with a grunt. He felt the hard shape of an oar underneath him. “Here,” he gasped at Maklavir. “Oars. Get us downstream.”
“Covered with more dirt, I suppose,” Maklavir grumbled. He took the oar all the same, and began paddling off one side of the boat. 
Joseph looked up over the side of the boat. 
The shore was rapidly disappearing. Shouts and whistles were sounding off in the darkness, and the shadows of running men and horses could be seen. The current was swift, however, and already they were fast heading downstream.
“You’d better grab the other side,” Maklavir said coolly, “or we’ll end up going in circles. I can’t see a blessed thing out here. There could be a waterfall ahead, for all I know.”
“There are no waterfalls in Vorten, you twit,” Joseph said. He tenderly felt the  back of his shoulder, and flexed his hand. 
The wound stung and hurt something fierce, but it didn’t hurt enough to be a serious wound. Joseph could move his arm and hand well enough, .He guessed that the musket ball had skated across his back and shoulder, tearing flesh and clothing but not actually lodging. Kendril would no doubt have dismissed it as a mere flesh wound. 
Flesh wound or not, it hurt like blazes. 
But what hurt even more was Kara’s reaction. She sat placidly in her seat, staring off into the darkness and muttering something over and over, just softly enough that Joseph couldn’t make it out. She showed no concern for Joseph, no real awareness of her surroundings or what was happening.
She was still lost. Still essentially dead.
Joseph gritted his teeth against the pain and lifted the second oar. He pushed it down into the water and paddled for all he was worth.
Behind him came another flash and the report of gunfire, followed by a nearby splash.
Joseph ducked lower. He dug the oar into the water. 
He was going to get Kara out of here. He was going to get her free of all this madness
And then he was going to find some way to bring back the woman he loved.
 
Joseph awoke with a start. He straightened, then immediately wished he hadn’t. His shoulder and back throbbed with pain, his body was sore and ached from cramps and cold. He tossed the old oar off himself and sat up in the boat.
The vessel was beached amongst some floating ice and reeds. A muddy bank was just a few feet away. It led up towards a forest, dark and menacing. The sky was gray and covered with clouds.
It was day, then. The night was over.
Joseph turned his head gingerly, trying not to strain his wounded shoulder. 
Kara was asleep in the bow of the boat. Maklavir’s cape covered her like a blanket.
“I don’t suppose you thought to bring any eggs or bacon with you?” Maklavir asked dryly. He sat on the other side of the boat, his arms crossed against the cold. “I’m starved.”
Joseph grimaced. He picked up the sword from the bottom of the boat. “What time is it? How long was I out?”
Maklavir removed a pocket watch from his vest with a dramatic flourish, and stared meaningfully at the shattered face. “It would appear to be the same time it was when my very expensive watch was broken last night.” He tucked the watch away with a sigh. “As for how long you were asleep, I really can’t say. We’ve been drifting all night.”
Joseph glanced up the bank towards the forest. “How long have we been in the reeds?”
Maklavir shrugged. “Five, ten minutes? Does it matter?”
“It matters,” Joseph said slowly, “because Potemkin’s gendarmes are going to be scouring the river for us.” He looked over at Kara, who was still sleeping peacefully. “How’s she doing?”
Maklavir picked up his own sword. “You can see as well as I can. She fell asleep after you.” He looked up at the red-haired woman for a moment, a shadow falling over his face. “She almost looks…normal, doesn’t’ she?”
Joseph swallowed. He looked back in the direction of the forest. There didn’t seem to be any road or path in sight. There had to be some kind of habitation close by, though. A village, or even an isolated farm house. 
Maklavir weighed the gendarme sword unenthusiastically in his hand. “Not much of a replacement.” He looked up at Joseph. “Do you have any idea how much my sword cost? You know, the one that is still back at the Sanitarium?”
Joseph tucked his own stolen sword into his belt. “What does it matter to you? You never used the old thing anyways.”
Maklavir lifted his head. “It’s the principle.”
“We need to get moving,” Joseph said, abruptly changing the subject. “Find somewhere to lie low for a bit.”
“Yes, well I guess we’re fugitives now,” said Maklavir sourly. “Lucky us. For a brief moment I thought I might actually have the chance to start a new life in Vorten. How silly.”
Joseph gave Maklavir a sharp glance. “I gave you the choice at the Sanitarium. You could have stayed behind. Maybe you should have.”
Maklavir gave a leaden sigh. He stared down at the bottom of the boat. “You’re not the only one who cares about Kara, you know. I couldn’t see her locked away any more than you could.”
Joseph thought he caught a strange inflection in Maklavir’s voice, something he hadn’t heard before. He looked hard at the diplomat, then finally glanced out at the river. “I’m sorry, Maklavir. What I said was uncalled for.”
Maklavir lifted his head and arched both eyebrows. “You’re apologizing to me? Well, it looks like the Joseph I used to know isn’t gone for good yet, then.” He looked over at the sleeping girl. “It all seems rather pointless, doesn’t it? She’s not herself. It’s like she’s in a waking dream all the time, here and yet not here.”
Joseph bit his lip. He stretched his shoulder carefully, grunting at the dull pain.
Maklavir glanced over in surprise. “Great Eru, old chap, you’re hurt. I hadn’t noticed. Nothing bad, I hope?”
Joseph shook his head. “No. Just a flesh wound.”
“Sounds like something Kendril would say.”
Joseph tried to smile, but couldn’t. “Maklavir,” he started to say, “what Kara was saying last night….”
The diplomat shook his head sadly. “Nonsense. Just like Grelda said—”
Joseph leaned forward, keeping his voice low. “It wasn’t nonsense. Think about it. Everything she said…” he glanced over at the girl, as if expecting her to wake any second, “everything she said happened.”
Maklavir cocked his head. “Come again?”
“The ladder of green. The swan in ice. The riders in the night. The white stones.” Joseph scratched his beard. “It’s like she knew.”
“That’s impossible,” Maklavir said quickly. “There’s no way she could have known. She didn’t even know we were going to take her out of there—”
“And yet she was dressed and ready to leave before we entered the room,” Joseph said. 
Maklavir’s mouth dropped open. He looked over at the beautiful redhead again. “You’re not suggesting—I mean, you’re not seriously saying that Kara—?”
“I don’t know,” Joseph said, and he meant it. He took off his battered hat and ran a hand though his dirty blonde hair. “But I admit, it gives me the chills.” He put his hat back on, huddling against the cold in his grimy greatcoat. “I think she’s able to see things which haven’t happened yet.”
Maklavir frowned. “How, exactly?”
Joseph shrugged. “I don’t know. They didn’t exactly cover this in seminary.” He stole a glance at Kara’s sleeping form again. “I think it might have something to do with the shards of the Soulbinder that are still inside her.”
Maklavir gave a low whistle. He thought for a moment, then looked sharply at Joseph. “She was saying something the first time we saw her, right after she came out of the coma. Something about fangs and fire—”
Joseph nodded somberly. “We thought it was just babbling. It might actually be…well, a kind of prophecy.” He searched for the word. “An oracle.”
Maklavir scratched the side of his neck and shook his head. “I don’t know, Joseph. It’s awfully farfetched, isn’t it?”
Joseph stepped out of the rowboat into the ice-cold water. He exhaled sharply at the sudden shock. “Farfetched or not, after what happened last night I think we should take it seriously.” He grabbed the boat and pulled it up against the shore. 
Maklavir looked dourly up at the forest. “We’re not staying in the boat?”
Joseph shook his head as he climbed up onto the bank. “This is where we get out. I’ll push the boat off. Hopefully it will throw off the gendarmes, but we can’t stay on the river, especially in the daylight. It’s too exposed.”
Maklavir gave a glum nod. “I suppose.” He turned back towards Kara.
The red-headed girl was sitting up in the boat. She stared at nothing, her eyes dreamy and her expression strange. “Fangs in the east, shadow in the south.” Her voice was barely a whisper.
Maklavir pushed back his cap. The wilting feather barely bounced. “It still sounds like nonsense to me, Joseph.”
Joseph looked back at the dark woods. He wiped his face with the back of his sleeve. “Maybe. We can debate it later. For now let’s get moving.”
The two of them helped Kara out of the boat. The delirious girl didn’t resist, but didn’t interact with them either. 
As soon as they were on the bank, Joseph kicked the rowboat back out into the current.
The boat bobbed on the ripples of water, and tumbled slowly downstream until it was out of sight. 
“Hopefully we can find a farmhouse or barn nearby,” Joseph said as he climbed back up the bank. “Somewhere we can stay out of sight for awhile.”
“I suppose we’ll have to leave Valmingaard,” Maklavir said sadly. He shook his cape, then put it over Kara’s shoulders. “A pity. Even with everything that has happened, it has been good to finally be home again.”
Joseph put a hand on the diplomat’s shoulder.
“To find the key, to stop all three,” Kara murmured. She stared blankly off across the water. “Seek the raven lost in the sea.”
Maklavir shuddered. “Oracle or not, all this babbling of hers is unsettling to say the least. Fangs and fire? Ravens in the sea? It doesn’t make much sense at all.” He took Kara gently by the shoulders and led her up the bank.
“No,” Joseph agreed, “it doesn’t.” He followed them up the bank, scouting both sides of the river as he walked.
“I’d give anything to have her just look at us again,” Maklavir said. 
Joseph didn’t answer. Some things hurt too much for him to say out loud. He moved up onto the top of the bank, and sniffed the wind.
“Not to be perpetually negative,” Maklavir said, “but we have no supplies whatsoever. Are we supposed to forage for nuts and berries?”
Joseph knelt down on the ground. He picked up a leaf and examined it.
Maklavir gave him a doubtful look. “I know you’re a master pathfinder, Joseph, but—”
Joseph plucked a piece of grass from the ground. He put it in his mouth, chewed on it a moment, then spat it out.
Maklavir stared at the man. “What in Zanthora are you doing?”
Joseph put a hand to the earth, closed his eyes for a moment, then stood abruptly. He pointed off to the right. “That way. A farm.”
Maklavir raised both his eyebrows. “You’ve got to be joking. You know there’s a farm in that direction by…eating grass?”
“No,” said Joseph easily. He pointed up in the sky. “By that smoke.”
Maklavir craned his neck around. 
A thin trail of wood smoke rose into the early morning air, just above the nearby treeline.
When Maklavir looked back, Joseph was smiling.
“That’s not funny,” the diplomat said. 
Joseph shrugged. “It was a little funny.” He clapped Maklavir on the shoulder. “Come on. Let’s hope there’s a barn to go with that farmhouse.”
Maklavir smiled. “And some eggs, I hope.”
 
The farmhouse was a small one, adjacent to a dreary little collection of wheat fields. An old gray barn stood next to the main house. Fortunately, there was also a small, covered threshing floor on the other side of the nearest wheat field, near to the main barn but out of sight from the main house.
Joseph and Maklavir got the door open easily enough, and settled Kara down in one corner. Rats squeaked and skittered about in the gloom, their eyes glittering in the half-light. Dry wheat flax rustled under their feet.
“I doubt anyone will come out here,” Joseph said, glancing out the small wooden shutters of the threshing floor’s only window. “Not as long as we don’t make any noise.”
Maklavir folded his arms and sank miserably onto a pile of old lumber. “Perhaps because this is a dirty, dusty old hole in the ground that no one would enter unless they were forced to at gunpoint?”
Joseph closed the wooden shutter gently. “It’s not that bad. I grew up on a farm very similar to this, back in Calbraith. It has its own charm.”
“If by charm, you mean disease-ridden vermin, than I heartily agree.” Maklavir nodded at the darkness. “I’ve seen smaller dogs than the rats that are in here.”
Joseph rubbed his hands against the cold. He moved back towards the doors of the threshing floor. “Could be worse. They could be wolf-rats.”
“Well, someone certainly has his sense of humor back.” Maklavir rested his chin on his hand. “You seem oddly…happy. More than I’ve seen you in months.”
Joseph glanced out the threshing floor doors one last time, then closed them to a mere crack. “I suppose I am,” he admitted.
Maklavir grunted. “Why? If anything, our situation has actually gotten worse. Kara’s still lost to us, we’re being hunted as fugitives by Potemkin and his gendarmes, and now we’re stuck in a filthy hole in the ground in the middle of nowhere. And I’m starving. You’ll forgive me, old chap, but I don’t see much to be overly happy about.”
Joseph sighed. He pulled up an old bucket, turned it upside down and squatted on it. “I guess I feel hope for the first time in a long time.”
Maklavir gave a dark chuckle. “Hope? You have a strange sense of optimism, Joseph.” He looked sideways at Kara.
The girl was still staring off into space.
“Did we do the right thing?” Maklavir asked suddenly. His voice was low, almost a murmur. “She’s no better than she was in the coma. Maybe it would have been better if we…if we had—” He let the thought hang unfinished in the air. 
Joseph stared at Kara too. He rubbed a thoughtful hand across his bearded face. “You said you took her to surgeons, right?”
Maklavir gave his friend a startled look. “Of course. The best I could find in Vorten. They all agreed. Taking out the remaining shards of the Soulbinder would likely kill her.”
“She’s dead already,” Joseph said quietly. He looked over at Maklavir. “At this point we have nothing to lose.”
Maklavir leaned forward. “Those shards are in deep, Joseph. Every surgeon I went to said the same thing. Trying to dig them out would be too dangerous. I couldn’t find a single one who would even attempt it.”
Joseph chewed on his lip. He stared down at the floor thoughtfully. “What if removing the shards…” he paused, hardly able to speak aloud what he was thinking, “what if removing them could heal Kara? Really heal her? Bring her back to normal?”
Maklavir peered intently at Joseph. “You think the shards are causing this weird dream state that she’s in?”
Joseph gave a slow nod. “I do.”
Maklavir took in a hissing breath through his teeth. “That’s a huge leap, Joseph. If you’re wrong—”
“Look at her, Maklavir,” Joseph said sharply. He pointed to the insensate girl. “It’s like she’s sleepwalking. No eye contact, she can’t hear us or speak to us. There’s nothing of—” He felt himself begin to choke up, but swallowed the emotion down. “There’s nothing of Kara left. We have nothing to lose.”
Maklavir looked long and hard at Kara. “I told you already. None of the surgeons would risk performing an operation like that. Not here in Vorten, anyways. I sent messengers up to Varnost, before it was besieged. There was no better reply from the surgeons there as well, and some of them are the best in the country.”
“I know,” Joseph said.
“So what’s your plan?” Maklavir said.
Joseph looked over at his friend, his face pale but determined. “I’m going to find a surgeon. One who will perform the operation.”
Maklavir rubbed his forehead. “And how exactly are you going to do that, old boy?”
Joseph stared at Kara, a pale husk of the woman he remembered. “However I can,” he whispered.
 



Chapter 13
 
It didn’t seem fair, really. It wasn’t even a full moon.
The werewolf sprang forward, its slavering mouth open, eyes burning in the darkness. The claws on its hands were as long as daggers. It let out a fearsome roar that shook the walls of the cavern. The sound and the sight of such an abomination would have paralyzed nearly any ordinary man with terror. 
Kendril wasn’t an ordinary man. 
He leapt forward, swords swept up to attack, his heart beating fast and his body acting with a mind of its own.
What he was seeing was impossible. Werewolves were just legends and myths, not reality.
But Kendril had seen pagan gods clothed in human flesh, had seen the fire of the Void itself and had faced down earthly creatures that most people would be horrified to know even existed.
A man turning into a werewolf right before his eyes seemed somehow less astonishing.
Kendril yelled. He swiped both his swords at the beast in front of him. 
The werewolf barreled forward like a fully-laden ox cart. The long claws gleamed in the dim light.
Kendril felt his swords rake across the beast’s arms. It was as if he had slashed the blades across a stone wall. 
In a move so fast that Kendril could barely register what was happening, the werewolf’s arm smashed into his side.
The blow felt as if a tree trunk had crashed into him. Kendril felt himself lifted bodily into the air and thrown across the chamber. He landed hard on the stone floor and rolled for several more yards until he ended in a heap near the chamber’s exit. 
The werewolf threw back his head and bellowed in triumph.
Kendril scrambled to his feet, biting down the pain that pulsed through his bruised body. He could feel blood running down past his ear. His right leg felt almost broken, but it held firm under his weight as he stood.
There were no burning slashes from the claws. The beast must have hit Kendril with the flat of its paw and arm. Lucky. If the claws had gotten him he would have been split open. 
One of Kendril’s swords lay across the chamber where it had fallen out of his grip. The other was somehow still clutched in his hand. 
Kendril glanced quickly around the chamber, breathing hard.
Bronwyn and Tomas were both lying still and unconscious on the ground. 
Just him and the werewolf, then. 
The beast turned towards him, growling menacingly. It tensed as if it was getting ready to spring across the distance.
Kendril licked his lip, tasting his own blood. 
Then he turned and ran.
Not the most courageous of strategies, surely, but sometimes discretion was the better part of valor. Even for a Ghostwalker. 
The werewolf roared in the chamber behind him. The creature was angry, robbed of its prey.
Kendril kept running. He pulled out one of his pistols and reloaded it as he went. 
Could one pistol shot even stop the monstrosity behind him? Somehow Kendril doubted it.
He emerged out into the massive main chamber of the sea cave. The smell of salt and dried kelp assaulted his nose in full. At the other end of the cavern was the bright flickering of the bonfire. Kendril headed towards it.
There was a crash behind him. Kendril stole a look over his shoulder.
The werewolf was coming after him, running on all fours across the wet cave floor. It roared.
Kendril’s booted foot caught on a twist in the rock floor. He staggered and almost fell, but managed to keep his feet. He cursed, then splashed through a wide tide pool.
The werewolf leapt onto a nearby slab of rock. It glared down at Kendril as he ran, then threw back its head and howled.
Kendril couldn’t outrun it. On all fours the monster was lightning fast, and the sea cave was too wide for him to make it to the bonfire before the werewolf caught him first. 
That left the pistol. Every precious second counted. Kendril had to load the shot, ram down the paper cartridge, prime the pan….
All in the dark and wet of a cave, with death breathing down his neck just yards away.
The werewolf stood to its full height. It eyed Kendril, something like a grin on its bestial face. The creature flexed its claws and snarled.
It was toying with Kendril, playing with him like a cat might play with a mouse. Kendril had no doubt that it could cover the distance between the two of them in one mighty leap. The claws on the werewolf’s paws were more than capable of shredding Kendril in a heartbeat.
“You…die,” the werewolf growled.
The half-human voice coming out of the mouth of this abomination of nature made Kendril’s flesh crawl. He snapped back the lock on his pistol. “You first,” he said. 
The werewolf snarled and cocked its head.
Kendril lifted his pistol and fired.
The flint sparked and fizzled. Smoke drizzled from the barrel of the firearm.
A misfire. This really wasn’t shaping up to be Kendril’s day.
The werewolf leapt.
Kendril flung his pistol at the beast, then stabbed forward with his sword.
A mighty roar shook the cave. The werewolf landed almost on top of Kendril.
Kendril thrust forward with his short sword, ramming it into the creature’s body with all his might.
The beast gave out a hideous scream of pain and rage.
Kendril had time to give a grim smile as he felt his sword gouge in deep.
Then his world exploded into white and purple flashes and blinding pain.
Kendril opened his eyes, blinked, tried to keep the room steady. He couldn’t feel his right arm. There was an agonized howling in his ears, a roar that echoed all around him. He felt cold, wet stone on his back. Something warm and wet covered his face.
He tried to rise, but fell back down, sick and dizzy. His right arm still had no feeling, and wouldn’t move when he tried. Kendril gave out a cry of pain, and forced himself up to a sitting position.
The werewolf was a few yards away. Both of its massive paws were clutched on the hilt of Kendril’s sword. The blade was driven straight into its huge chest. Its glowing yellow eyes stared straight at Kendril with complete hatred. 
Kendril tried to stand. The room spun, and he felt nauseous. He staggered, almost fell, and barely managed to get up.
Without a sound, the werewolf slowly pulled Kendril’s short sword out of its chest. The blade emerged inch by inch, covered with the creature’s blood and fur.
Kendril had no weapon. Both his short swords were gone, his misfired pistol lay on the floor in a pool of water about fifteen feet away, and his second pistol was still unloaded.
He gritted his teeth, wiping the blood from his face with the sleeve of his good arm.
The werewolf growled ominously. It finished pulling the sword from its chest, then tossed the blade aside.
This was it. Kendril had mocked Eru the One, and now he was paying the price. Death had finally come for him. 
Still, he couldn’t help the thought that getting killed by a werewolf just seemed so…excessive.
The werewolf tried to take a step forward, then lurched down towards the ground. Black blood dribbled from the wound in its chest.
Kendril forced his sluggish mind to think. He had no weapons. Nothing that could work on a creature that size, anyway. He didn’t—
Wait. He had one.
Kendril turned and ran towards the bonfire.
Or at least he intended to run. In fact it was more of a fast limp-walk. His leg hurt like nothing had a right to, and he could feel blood flowing from at least two stinging cuts on his forehead. His right arm still wouldn’t move. 
Behind him the werewolf growled. 
Kendril didn’t look back. He couldn’t afford to. His only hope was that even an eight-foot tall werewolf couldn’t take a sword in the chest without some severe degree of hurt. 
There was a scrabbling of paws on wet stone.
Despite his better judgment, Kendril looked.
The werewolf was coming at him, dragging itself across the ground with astonishing speed. Its lips were drawn back in a snarl. 
Kendril tried to hurry his lopsided gait as much as possible. 
The bonfire was straight ahead. The flames were still burning bright and strong. Benches surrounded the blaze, as well as a couple spilled mugs of what looked like ale, and some remains of a meal.
But it was the fire that Kendril needed. He reached into his cloak with his good hand, searching his pockets feverishly.
The werewolf snarled again. It was right behind him.
Kendril pulled out the hard, spherical metal case that he had been carrying with him for months now. It was a grenade, one of the ones that Maklavir had made so long ago before the Despair had begun, back when tracking down the Soulbinder had seemed the biggest of Kendril’s problems.
Kendril had to admit that Maklavir’s odd penchant for all things of an explosive nature had proved undeniably useful to him in the past. In truth, it was the one thing Kendril actually missed about the man.
He only hoped that Maklavir’s skill in explosives would help him one last time.
The werewolf roared. It lifted itself up to its full height, despite the gaping wound in its chest. 
This was it. Kendril’s last chance.
Kendril stuck the matchcord of the grenade into the blazing fire. It sparked and flared to life. 
The werewolf started forward. 
Kendril turned with more confidence than he felt. “Chew on this,” he said. With a flick of his wrist he tossed the grenade towards the lumbering beast.
The grenade pinged and bounced across the uneven cave floor. The matchcord sputtered and hissed. Smoke curled in a strange pattern in the bomb’s wake. 
The werewolf paused. It looked down at the oncoming grenade curiously.
The grenade rolled right next to the werewolf’s foot.
Kendril threw himself flat on the floor behind one of the wooden benches. He covered his head with his hand.
There was a long fizz, then a phut.
Kendril kept his head down.
One second. Two. Three…
The werewolf growled. Its voice was low and deep, vibrating like the chords of a cello. 
Cautiously, Kendril lifted his head.
The grenade lay cold and dead at the monster’s feet, the matchcord burnt out. Smoke wafted unimpressively from the bomb’s hole. 
“Oh, come on,” Kendril said.
The werewolf smiled, if it was possible for an eight-foot tall wolf-creature to smile, then took a step forward.
Kendril tried to get up, but his leg almost gave out underneath him. He gritted his teeth against the blinding pain, and grabbed the wooden bench in front of him with his good hand. If he could lift it, maybe he could swing it. Not exactly a good weapon, but he needed some—
A flash and booming roar filled the cavern.
The werewolf was torn in two from the waist down from the force of the explosion. The remains of the creature pattered all over the cave floor.
Kendril slammed back hard against the far cave wall. His teeth rattled and his ears rang from the concussion. He shook the blood from his eyes, and peered out at the mangled corpse of the beast. He wanted to laugh, or say something particularly witty even though there was no one here to hear it. 
Instead, he passed out.
 
A cool hand touched Kendril’s face. He felt the slender fingers, the soft touch, and knew instantly that it was a woman’s hand.
Bronwyn. It had to be. The witch had somehow gotten loose. The next thing that Kendril would be feeling would doubtless be a knife across his throat.
He struggled to sit up, and blinked his eyes open. 
The woman was crouched over him, between him and the fire of the bonfire. Her long hair flowed down over her shoulder. Her face and features were hidden by the bright light behind her. 
“Don’t—” Kendril started to say. His voice was slurred and drunken. His good hand flapped helplessly against his belt, searching for a weapon that wasn’t there. 
Wonderful. He was so battered and injured he couldn’t even defend himself against a woman.
“Kendril.” The woman caressed his face. She pushed the hair back over her shoulder. “It’s me.”
Not Bronwyn.
Kendril stared up at the woman. He squinted past the oscillating light of the fire, trying to make out her face, but he already knew who it was from her voice alone. 
“You’re safe,” the woman said again. She bent down, and kissed Kendril’s face. The side that was scarred from the heat and fire of the Void.
“You’re…dead,” Kendril managed to say. He closed his eyes. He was so tired. His body was so battered and bruised that every part of him ached.
“Yes,” she said. She kissed him again. 
Kendril opened his eyes again. With the light behind her, the woman looked like a Guardian of Eru. He had forgotten just how beautiful she was.
She smiled at him.
“I’m…sorry,” Kendril said. His throat throbbed with each word. “So…sorry.”
The woman didn’t say anything. She kept smiling, and put her hand on Kendril’s face again.
Kendril closed his eyes again. He reached up with his left hand, the only one he could move, and grabbed her hand. “Don’t…leave,” he begged. “Please…don’t—”
A warm, wet tongue scraped across Kendril’s face.
He opened his eyes, surprised.
A long, muzzled face hung just over his in the darkness. Giant teeth glinted in the light of the bonfire.
The werewolf. It was alive, and back.
Frantically, Kendril reached for his weapons again.
The head moved back and brayed loudly.
Kendril winced at the foul breath. He focused his blurry vision. “Simon?”
The muzzle came down again. Sloppy lips and a raspy tongue slid over Kendril’s face.
“Whoa,” Kendril gasped. “Whoa…boy.” He could barely breathe with the mule’s tongue all over him.
“Get off him, you daft fool!” Marley came into view. He grabbed Simon by the bridle and pulled the animal off to one side. “I’m so sorry, Mr. Kendril. How are you feeling?”
Kendril put his head back down, and closed his eyes. “Like the whole Archangel cathedral fell on me.”
He was lying on his back on the damp cave floor. The warmth of the nearby bonfire soaked into his right side. The refreshing feel of bandages graced his head and thigh. His right arm seemed to be in some kind of sling. Kendril tried to move the fingers on his right hand experimentally. To his relief, they wiggled.
Marley’s face came back into view. He tugged at the sling around Kendril’s arm. “Sorry about this. I did the best I could, but I’m no doctor for sure.”
Kendril closed his eyes and groaned. “Makes me wish that Joseph was here.”
Marley’s face pinched in puzzlement. “Who?”
“Never mind.” Kendril made a half-hearted effort to sit up, then thought better of it and lay still. “How did you find me?”
Marley chuckled. He fished around in Simon’s saddlebag. “How did I find you? How could I not find you is the better question. It sounded as though you were setting off a ship’s powder store in here. Gunshots and explosions to wake the dead. I could hear it clear up where me and your blasted beast were hiding.”
Simon snorted angrily.
Marley gave the mule a hateful look. “Don’t talk to me like that, you dumb animal. If it was up to you we’d both still be hiding up there and you know it.”
Kendril rolled his head from side to side, peering into the barely-lit darkness around him. “We’re still in the cave?”
“Aye.” Marley crouched over Kendril with a canteen. He lifted the container to Kendril’s mouth. “Take a sip of this. It’s good for what ails you.”
Kendril had several other questions burning inside him, but he was unable to wave the canteen away, so resolved to drink first. Expecting water, he was startled when he got a mouthful of whiskey.
“There,” said Marley with a smile. He tipped back the canteen and took a long swig himself. “This stuff’ll get you better in no time. Good as any doctor it is.”
Kendril choked and sputtered for a moment, feeling the burn of the alcohol go down into his stomach. “Marley,” he said as soon as he regained his breath. “This is important. Did you find the witch? Bronwyn? She was—”
“She’s taken care of,” came a new voice from the other side of the fire. There was a rustle of movement, and Tomas appeared out of the darkness. His face was swollen with a nasty bruise.
Kendril looked over at the other Ghostwalker. He felt relieved to see the man wasn’t dead. “You tied her up?”
“You mean better than that sloppy sash around the wrists job you did?” Tomas nodded and sank down onto a bench by the fire. “If there’s one thing I know how to do, it’s tie a knot. When she wakes up she won’t be going anywhere.”
“I was a little rushed,” Kendril said crossly. He coughed, and felt his side burn with pain. “Where is she?”
“Over there.” Tomas inclined his head towards a shadowy form lying on the ground by the wall. 
 “She’s still out?”
“Like a light.” Tomas took the canteen of whisky from Marley, and took a drink himself. “If you hit her half as hard as you hit me, I doubt she’ll wake up until morning.”
Kendril pushed himself up to a sitting position. He fought the urge to grunt or groan at the pain. “You should be lucky I didn’t kill you, Tomas. You were coming at me with a knife.”
Tomas touched his swollen face and stared morosely at the fire. “I don’t remember much. It’s still pretty fuzzy. She cast some kind of spell on me, didn’t she?”
Kendril gave a quick nod. He flexed his right arm, his face twitching at the sharp stabs of pain. “I’ve seen her do it before. In Balneth.”
Tomas sighed. “Lovely. Always good to know that I’m so weak of mind.”
Kendril shrugged his good shoulder. “I don’t see how that’s telling us anything new.”
“Ha-ha.” Tomas rolled his eyes and took another drink of whiskey.
“You be careful with that, now,” Marley sputtered. “Don’t be drinking it all.”
“Where’s the werewolf?” Kendril asked abruptly. He leaned over and spat some dried blood out of his mouth.
Tomas stared at him. “The what?”
Kendril returned the glare. “The werewolf. It’s dead, right?”
Marley and Tomas exchanged a confused glance.
“I think he bumped his head harder than we thought,” Marley whispered.
“Don’t give me that,” Kendril said angrily. With several sharp grunts of pain, he pushed himself up to his feet, tottering uncertainly. “One of the Jombards transformed into a werewolf. I saw it myself. He was—”
“You mean that poor slob?” Tomas nodded towards some gruesome remains just a little ways from the bonfire. “What did you do, shoot him with a cannon?”
“Blew him up with a grenade, actually.” Kendril leaned against one of the walls, his legs still unsteady. 
The body, or rather the pieces of the body, was very human. No sign of the werewolf remained. 
“He must have changed back after he died,” Kendril muttered.
“Please, Mr. Kendril,” Marley said, “you should be lying down. You’ve got cuts and bruises all over you, and that arm is—”
“I’m fine.” Kendril turned away quickly, hoping that neither of the two men saw him grimace as he stepped on his injured leg. He found himself wishing that Joseph and his amazing herbal bag were here.
“He’s right, Kendril,” Tomas said. He rubbed a thumb gingerly over his puffy face. “You look like you’ve taken quite a beating. You might as well—”
“None of us are staying here a minute longer,” Kendril said. He picked up his pistol from where it had been laying by the fire, and returned it to his holster. “We have Bronwyn. Every moment we stay here puts us in more danger.”
Tomas looked suddenly wary. “You think there are more Jombards?”
Kendril looked around for his swords. “Did you see any boats?”
Tomas frowned in thought.
Marley scratched his white hair. “Boats? Begging your pardon, Mr. Kendril, but what does that have—?”
“Of course,” Tomas said. “There are no boats here. That means that if these Jombards came by sea, then the boats dropped them off and left.”
“And those same boats will come back eventually,” Kendril finished. “Probably sooner rather than later, which is why we have to move now.” He found his two short swords where Tomas had put them, near one of the benches. He picked them up with a spasm of pain on his face, and sheathed them both.
Tomas crossed his arms. “You sure you’re all right?”
“I told you, I’m fine.” Kendril rubbed a hand over his pale face. “Now let’s get moving. We’ve wasted enough time already.”
 
Dawn was still a couple of hours away as the group moved off the beach and up the steep path that led to the cliff tops. A cold rain started again, increasing and decreasing haphazardly in intensity as they walked. 
Bronwyn was still unconscious, or pretending to be. Kendril didn’t really care. Either way, she was quiet. Her insensate form was slung over Simon’s back, and the mule protested at every step he took.
“Well, you’re good at one thing,” Marley called over his shoulder to the animal. “Whining.”
Simon brayed at the sailor.
Kendril glanced down at the beach behind them. Through the darkness and the foliage he couldn’t see anything, but he could still hear the dull roar of the ocean. He stepped carefully and slowly, trying hard not to make any sign of the pain that was coursing through his body at each jolt.
Marley slipped on a patch of mud and cursed loudly.
Tomas whirled. “Keep it down! You make so much noise we’re lucky we don’t have every Jombard in Jothland on our tails.”
Marley struggled to hold the large saddlebag that had been on Simon just a half-hour before. “That’s easy enough for you to say. You ain’t carrying this ton of bricks, now are you?” He tossed a nasty glance back at Simon’s black shape in the darkness. “Why can’t the mule carry the bags, I wonder? Why else do we keep around, anyways?”
“We need the mule to carry Bronwyn,” Kendril said in a tired voice. His eyes were burning, he suddenly realized. He hadn’t noticed it with all the other pain he was experiencing. Sleep. He needed it desperately.
Tomas dropped back next to Kendril. “This witch had better be worth all this trouble, Kendril.” He kept his voice low, so that the grumbling Marley wouldn’t overhear them. “You know Olan will want to see some kind of results for all this.”
“Well, we certainly can’t have Olan disappointed, now can we?” Kendril exhaled sharply as a surge of pain shot up his injured leg.
Tomas shook his head. His hood was raised against the rain. “Fine. Be as sarcastic as you like. We still need to figure out our next move.”
Kendril peered ahead into the darkness, even though he could barely see five paces in front of him. “Simple. We interrogate Bronwyn. Find out what she knows about this Despair.”
“Out here?” Tomas glanced up at the dark, thundering sky. “We need some kind of shelter, you know. Maybe you haven’t noticed, but we don’t have the supplies to be camping out here for long.”
Kendril stepped up onto a shelf of rock, wincing. He hoped that their tracks weren’t desperately obvious to follow from the cave. In the dark he had no way of seeing how bad the trail they were leaving was, and even if he did he didn’t know how to cover it. He found himself wishing again that Joseph was around. 
But that was in the past. He wouldn’t be seeing his old friend again. 
“We need a place for shelter, near town so that we can get supplies,” Tomas said, still keeping his voice down. “Somewhere isolated.”
Kendril felt his boot sink almost to the ankle in a patch of mud. “Have any place in mind?”
“Maybe.” Tomas wiped the rain off his face and shook the droplets off his gloved hand. “What about that old Ravenbrook estate, the mansion up on the hill? It looks plenty big enough, and it’s abandoned. Seems almost perfect to me.”
Kendril felt a cold twist of a knife in his gut. He tried to swallow, but found he couldn’t. “Kind of exposed,” he managed at last. “Someone might see us.”
Tomas shrugged. “We’ll stay out of sight.”
“There could be squatters there,” Kendril added weakly.
“We won’t know unless we check it out.” Tomas gave Kendril a keen glance. “If I didn’t know better, Kendril, I’d say you had some other reason why you didn’t want to go to that old place.”
Kendril choked down his reply. He kept his gaze on the black, rain-swept landscape in front of him. “There’s an old grist mill,” he said finally. “On the backside of the estate, near the edge of the property. Local farmers used to bring their grain there at harvest time. It’s not used anymore, or at least it wasn’t the last time—”
“The last time what?” Tomas asked quickly. “The last time you were here?”
Kendril ignored the question. He rubbed his aching leg as he walked. “The mill’s out of sight of the town. There’s a large stream that runs by it, so there would be plenty of water. We could probably even light a fire without anyone noticing. There aren’t any nearby homesteads.”
Tomas was quiet a moment in thought. The rain popped as it drummed against his black cloak and hood. “All right,” he said at last. “It does sound like the better option. We’ll check out the mill first.”
Kendril nodded, glad it was dark enough to hide the look of relief on his face. 
“Tell me again,” said Tomas after a long moment, “that your dark and mysterious past isn’t going to catch up with us here in a profoundly bad way.”
Kendril squared his shoulders, feeling stabs of pain from his right arm. The rain had completely soaked through his clothes. All he wanted to do was to lie down and sleep for an eternity.
“Kendril?”
“I told you before,” Kendril said, a little too sharply. “it’s not a problem. Now let’s walk.”
Tomas mumbled something and looked away.
Above their heads, thunder rumbled ominously in the sky and the rain grew fiercer.
 



Chapter 14
 
 “Who in Zanthora could that be?”
Silvanus, esteemed physician, surgeon, and professor of anatomy, physiology, and biology at the Morcanth College in Vorten, rolled over in bed and pretended to snore.
“Silvanus?” His wife nudged him with her foot. “Don’t you hear the door? I think someone’s at the door.”
Silvanus tried to answer, but his reply came out as nothing more than  muffled groan into his pillow. He snatched at the thick comforter and tried to pull it over his head.
A pounding sounded from downstairs. The front door was literally rattling at the hinges.
“Silvanus?”
Silvanus groaned again. He lifted his head up off the pillow and rubbed his bleary eyes.
It was still pitch dark outside. It had to be the early hours of the morning. “I think we should ignore it, Hetty,” he mumbled.
His wife nudged him harder with the toe of her foot. “I really think you should get the door. It could be an emergency. Someone from the college.”
Silvanus swallowed a curse. His wife would keep kicking him until he got out of bed. And by now he was awake anyway.
“Silvanus?”
“All right, all right, I heard you, you old bat.” Silvanus angrily threw off the covers and stepped onto the freezing wooden floor. “I’ll answer the Void-cursed door.”
“Silvanus, you shouldn’t talk like that,” Hetty reprimanded. She looked anxiously towards the stairs. “Do you think there’s a fire? Perhaps a robbery?”
“I really don’t know, Hetty.” Silvanus tried unsuccessfully to keep the irritation out of his voice. He grabbed his ratty bathrobe off the nearby chair, then smacked his feet around in the dark in a desperate search for his slippers.
The pounding knock came again, echoing up the stairwell from below. Whoever it was wasn’t going away.
“Hurry, Silvanus,” Hetty urged. She pushed him with her foot. 
“Get off me, woman,” Silvanus growled. He cinched his bathrobe, then fumbled for the flint and tinder in the darkness. After a couple unsuccessful attempts, he managed to get the bedside candle lit.
Warm light flooded the room.
Silvanus cursed, then lifted the candle. He made a quick inspection by the bed, and managed to shuffle on his two remaining slippers.
The knock came again, maddeningly persistent. At this point Silvanus actually hoped it was a fire.
No, he shouldn’t think like that, not even in jest. On the night that the Void had opened in Vorten, the great fire had destroyed much of the city…and killed thousands of people. Silvanus thanked Eru every day that his house was outside the walls of the city, far enough away from the devastation to escape the destruction. 
Oh, Eru in Pelos. It wasn’t happening again, was it?
Feeling more awake and a little more urgency now that the last dregs of sleep were being shaken off, Silvanus made his way down the stairs towards the front door.
Emergency or not, he still found himself wishing that he owned a proper servant. It would be nice to have someone else around to open doors at the wee hours of the morning.
Silvanus approached the door, coughing as he reached for the latch. His fingers hesitated only a moment. 
Suppose it was burglars? Vorten and the surrounding area had had its share of lawlessness, roving gangs, and violent crimes after the start of the Despair. The gendarmes had been cracking down and restoring order as best they could, but with the war on things were still chaotic.
Silvanus had the urge to grab for a weapon before answering the door, but he realized that there wasn’t really a weapon in the whole house. There was his father’s old cavalry saber, locked away in a chest upstairs. Silvanus doubted he could even swing it properly.
The knock came again. It was so loud it made Silvanus jump.
Oh, well. There was nothing for it. 
Silvanus unlatched the door and swung it open.
Three people stood outside in the cold and rain, two men and a woman. One of the men wore a wide-brimmed hat and a long, stained greatcoat. The other was dressed more nicely, with an impractical cap that had a large feather stuck in it. The woman wore a long hooded robe. Her face wasn’t visible under the shadow it cast.
“Dr. Silvanus,” the finely-dressed man began. He coughed self-consciously into his fist. “I, uh, apologize for the inconvenient timing of our visit. I—”
“Maklavir?” Silvanus narrowed his eyes and held up the candle for a better look. The flame hissed and spat as a few stray raindrops struck it. “What the devil are you doing here?”
“Ah, yes,” Maklavir said nervously. “You remember me, then. Jolly good. I don’t believe you’ve met my friend, Joseph.” He nodded to the bearded man beside him. “I thought, perhaps, that—”
Silvanus looked suspiciously from one face to the other. “Do you have any idea what time it is, Maklavir? It’s hours still till dawn.”
“Uh, yes.” Maklavir twisted his hands nervously together. “I do apologize about that, Dr. Silvanus, but we’ve had a bit of a time of it. Couldn’t be helped, really.”
“Whatever it is,” Silvanus said with a roll of his eyes, “it can bloody well wait until the morning, can’t it? Now if you’ll excuse me—” He moved to close the door.
Joseph moved fast. He slammed his hand into the door and banged it open. 
“What in Zanth—?” Silvanus cried.
Joseph shoved the man roughly back into the hall. “Inside, Maklavir, now! Before the neighbors wake up. Grab Kara. Move!”
“Kara?” Silvanus repeated. His mind, still foggy from lack of sleep, took a full second or two to digest the information. “The girl from the Despair? You’ve brought her here?” He made the sign against evil across his chest reflexively, something he hadn’t done since he was a child.
Maklavir hurried inside, pulling the silent Kara behind him.
“Now see here,” Silvanus said, recovering his wits. “You can’t just barge in here and—”
“We need you to perform a surgery,” Joseph said. He turned and shut the door, then locked it. He nodded at Kara. “On her.”
“Yes,” said Silvanus in a huff, “well I already explained my position on that to Mr. Maklavir here. The surgery is far too dangerous to perform. It can’t be done.” He glanced nervously at the door, feeling a growing sense of apprehension at having the three people standing in the entryway to his house. “Now I need you all to—”
Maklavir reached over and pulled Kara’s hood down. 
The red-haired woman didn’t move. Her eyes stared straight ahead, unseeing and lifeless.
Silvanus felt his words die on his tongue. He stared at the beautiful woman.
Maklavir straightened, his face somber. “She has come out of her coma, Dr. Silvanus, but she’s still lost to us. Lost in her own mind.”
“Maklavir says you’re the best surgeon in all of Vorten,” Joseph said quietly. He pulled off his hat. “We need your help to get the last shards of the Soulbinder out of her. I think that’s what is causing…” his eyes flickered with pain, “this.”
“Silvanus?” Hetty’s shrill voice came from up the stairs. “Is everything all right down there?”
“Just fine, my peach,” Silvanus shouted back. He turned back to Joseph. “Look, what you’re asking is impossible. It would mean the girl’s life.”
“Look at her,” Joseph said. “She’s already dead. We need to try.”
Silvanus felt a growing twinge of apprehension. “Bring her to my office tomorrow. I…can take a look at her then. I can’t promise anything, but perhaps if we—”
“I don’t think you understand,” Joseph said. “We need to do this here. Tonight.”
Silvanus stared at the bearded man. “You’re mad. Even if I agreed to such a ludicrous request, I certainly can’t perform an operation here in my house. I don’t have my surgical equipment, my—”
“We’ll have to make do.” Joseph’s face was set like granite. “If you need anything Maklavir or I can get it for you.”
Silvanus felt his heart beat a little faster. He looked from Joseph to Maklavir, then back again. “I’m not quite sure that I’m understanding you,” he said, trying to keep his voice as steady as he could. “Surely you can’t—”
“Let me make it crystal clear to you,” Joseph interrupted. “The gendarmes are hunting for us. We’ve spent the last twelve hours dodging patrols and crawling through the rain and the mud trying to get to your house. We are officially out of other options.” He put a hand meaningfully on the hilt of his sword. “One way or another, you’re going to do this surgery. Now.”
Silvanus was speechless. He felt his insides turning to soup. The room began to spin around him.
“On the plus side,” Maklavir said smoothly, “we are quite willing to pay you for your time and effort.”
Silvanus stared at Joseph’s sword, then looked back at Maklavir. “You can’t seriously be going along with this? You’re…you’re a man of position, Maklavir, a trusted barrister in this city.”
A shadow passed over Maklavir’s face. He took a step back. “Kara is my friend,” he said slowly, giving an odd emphasis on the last word. “I owe her my life. And if this is her only chance to truly live, Dr. Silvanus, then I not only support my friend’s assertion,” he put a hand on his own sword, “but if it comes to it I will run you through myself.”
Joseph lifted his eyebrows and looked at his friend in surprise.
Silvanus’ mouth dropped open. He couldn’t think of a single thing to say.
“Now,” said Maklavir in the interval of silence that followed, “I don’t suppose I could trouble you for a spot of tea? I am absolutely drenched.”
 
Hetty lifted the pot of boiling water off the fireplace. Her face was pale, and she was dressed in a nightgown.
“Put that over there,” Silvanus ordered, pointing to the counter. He leaned over a small open satchel, muttering under his breath as he examined a series of small scalpels and knives. 
“We’ll need more water,” Joseph said to no one in particular. He nodded at Maklavir. “Grab that spare pail in the back. We’ll heat it up too.”
“Half of these are dull,” Silvanus said sourly. “The other half are worse than dull.” He straightened, groaning as he stretched his back. “Honestly. Surgery in a kitchen? This is beyond insane. If your friend doesn’t die from the procedure itself she’ll surely die of infection. For Eru’s sake, we eat on this table.”
“Here now,” Hetty said, her face flushing a bright red. “I’ll have you know that I keep a clean kitchen, Silvanus. Good enough for surgery or whatever else you may need.”
Silvanus rolled his eyes. “That’s not what I meant, Hetty. I—”
“You heard the woman,” Joseph said with a grim nod. “It will have to do.” He put a satchel down on the table and opened the flap. “I’ll need a bit of boiling water myself.” He pulled out several small jars filled with colored creams and lotions, then began setting them down on the counter.
Silvanus arched an eyebrow. “What in Zanthora are those?”
“Salves,” said Joseph without looking up. “Ointments. They speed up healing, numb pain.” He gave the kitchen table a glance. “And prevent infection.”
Silvanus leaned back and crossed his arms. “I see. Herbal medicines, eh? Half of that backwoods lore is just old wives’ tales, and the other half is liable to kill you.”
Joseph looked up from his bag. “I know the difference between a greenrot mushroom and a jacoya root, thank you very much. You should pay attention. You might learn a thing or two about salves.”
“Learn something?” Silvanus sputtered. “I happen to be an emeritus professor of anatomy, biology, and, and—” He flustered for a moment, his teeth practically grinding.
“Physiology, dear,” Hetty called from where she was by the fire. 
“Yes of course,” Silvanus said angrily. He turned his face back to Joseph. “But if you think you know more about medicine and surgery than me, than by all means smear whatever kind of forest gunk you want all over your friend. This whole operation is practically a death sentence for her anyways.”
“Dear,” said Hetty quietly, “do try to calm down. Remember your heart.”
“Regnuthu take my heart!” Silvanus stormed. He moved around the table and stuck a finger at Joseph. “You’re signing this girl’s death warrant, and you’re dragging me along with you. I can’t perform a surgery here, under these conditions. It’s impossible. The risk of infection is too high. I don’t have any of my proper surgical tools. The lighting is terrible, and I have no assistants—”
“I’ll be your assistant,” Joseph said. His voice was so low that it could barely be heard over the crackling of the fire. “Once the surgery starts I’ll do whatever you tell me.”
“You?” Silvanus threw back his head and snorted like a wild stallion. “Ridiculous. Preposterous.”
“I would do it,” said Maklavir as he put the pail of water down on the kitchen floor by the fireplace, “but I have this thing about blood. Makes me a bit queasy at the best of times, and I’m rather afraid I tend to faint when I see it.”
Silvanus stared at Maklavir, then back at Joseph. “You’re killing her. You know that, don’t you?  And you’re forcing me to participate in her murder. Well, I tell you I won’t do it.”
Joseph carefully set the last bottle of salve on the counter, then looked up at Silvanus. “We can’t kill her. She’s already dead.” He gestured over to Kara, who was sitting placidly in a chair by the table. “Look at her. What if she was your wife? Your daughter? Would you let her live like that if there was a chance, even the smallest chance that you could save her?”
“He has a point, Silvanus,” Hetty said. She came up to Kara and brushed the girl’s red hair out of her face. “Poor dear. I’ve never seen anything like this before.”
“Great Eru in Pelos, woman, don’t take his side!” Silvanus thundered. “These two men have taken us hostage and are forcing me to perform surgery.”
Hetty turned. “But just look at her, Silvanus. If there is anything you can do to help her, wouldn’t you at least try?”
“Please,” Joseph said softly. “We’ll be gone by mid-morning, I promise. And if she dies then there’s no blood on your hands.” He looked long and hard at Kara. His eyes were bleary and red from lack of sleep. “I would do it myself, but I know that this is beyond me.” He glanced back at Silvanus. “I need a surgeon. Someone to get the last few shards out of her.”
Silvanus was quiet for a long moment. “You’ve had medical experience?”
Joseph nodded. “I’ve patched wounds, pulled out bullets, sewn up gashes. Combat injuries, mostly. But I also know a thing or two about forest gunk, as you call it. There’s hardly a disease that I can’t whip up a cure for.”
Silvanus chewed on his lip for a moment. He looked at Kara, then at his wife’s sorrowful face, then back at Joseph. He sighed. “You know there’s no guarantee that removing the shards will produce any kind of change in her condition?”
Joseph’s face darkened. “I know. But we have to try.”
Kara began to chant in her low, sing-song voice. 
Hetty backed away suddenly, her eyes wide. 
“Fangs in the east, shadow in the south,” Kara sang. “A fire rises in the west.”
The room seemed to grow suddenly chill. 
“What’s she saying?” Silvanus asked.
Joseph ignored the question. “We don’t have much time. We have to start now.”
Silvanus shook his head. “We need anesthesia.”
Joseph reached into the herbal satchel and pulled out a large flask. “Xoma scent,” he said. “Now let’s do this.”
“Seek the raven lost in the sea,” Kara said, her eyes glazed over. “The raven lost in the sea.”
Silvanus gave a slow nod of his head. “All right.” He reached for the Xoma scent.
 
“You still look positively chilled,” Hetty said. She put a steaming mug of tea down on the table next to Maklavir’s chair. “Here.”
Maklavir picked up the mug with smile. “Thank you, Hetty. You’re too kind.”
The woman shrugged and sat down in another chair in the small drawing room. “Just be glad that there was any hot water left at all.”
Maklavir glanced anxiously at the dark hallway that led back to the kitchen. “Do you think…?” he asked weakly. “I mean, do you suppose…?”
Hetty leaned forward and patted Maklavir on the arm. “I wouldn’t worry if I were you, Maklavir. No news is still good news.”
“Right,” Maklavir mumbled. He took a sip of the scalding tea, moving the liquid around in his mouth quickly to avoid being burned. “Look, Hetty…” He paused for a moment, trying to find the right words. “I’m…sorry about all this. Barging into your home, I mean.”
“And holding my husband and me hostage?” Hetty took a sip of her own tea.
“Um, yes.” Maklavir took another drink, enjoying the sweetness of the honey. “I know this may not sound like much, but I’m really not a very violent man. Actually, I hardly know how to use a sword.”
“Oh, I know,” Hetty said with a polite smile.
Maklavir felt a vague sense of offense. “Really? How did you know?”
Hetty set her cup down on the side table with a shrug. “I can read people very well. You don’t seem like a thug or a killer to me.”
“Yes, well I suppose you’re right.” Maklavir cupped his hands around the hot tea mug.
“Don’t feel too bad,” Hetty said. She took another sip of her tea. “Why, if I really thought you were dangerous I would have poisoned that tea you’re drinking right now.”
Maklavir stopped with the mug halfway to his mouth. “You…what?”
“Relax,” Hetty said with a laugh. “There’s nothing wrong with the tea.” She reached over towards some knitting that was lying next to the chair. “Besides, only a gentleman drinks tea, not a brute. In the future you might want to consider a more threatening drink of choice. I would suggest beer or coffee.”
Maklavir took a thoughtful drink. “Black tea, perhaps?”
Hetty shuddered. “No milk or honey? Sounds positively barbarian.”
Maklavir gave a half-hearted smile. He glanced back down towards the hallway again. His foot tapped nervously on the carpet.
“So,” said Hetty as she began her knitting in earnest, “how long have you been in love with Kara?”
Maklavir choked, almost spurting his mouthful of tea onto the carpet.
Hetty waited patiently, her knitting needles clicking together.
Maklavir finally managed to swallow the tea, then gave a sputtering cough. He looked up at Hetty. “In love with Kara?” He gave his trademarked lopsided smile. “I assure you, madam, I have no idea—”
Hetty arched an eyebrow and gave a knowing smile. Her knitting needles continued to whir in action. 
Maklavir gave a heavy sigh and collapsed back into his chair. “Great Eru. Is it that obvious?”
“I told you,” Hetty clucked, “I’m a good judge of people.”
Maklavir leaned forward in his chair. He clasped both hands together in front of him. “Listen, Joseph can’t know. He—” Maklavir paused, searching out his words carefully. “He adores Kara. Always has.”
Hetty gave Maklavir a piercing look. “And you never intended to fall in love with the poor girl?”
Maklavir looked back at the hallway to the kitchen. “Yes. I mean no.” He made a face, tapping the fingers of his hands together. “It just sort of…happened. I didn’t mean for it to, wasn’t looking for it, but then one day I found myself—” He took a breath. “Well, looking at Kara in a totally different way.”
Hetty pulled the yarn. “And does she share your feelings?”
Maklavir rubbed his face, his eyes still on the hallway. “I…don’t know. At least I can’t be sure. I thought perhaps…” He stopped mid-sentence, as if realizing that his thought was foolish. “Look, a lot has happened. The Despair came, and Kara was possessed by the Seteru, and she’s been in a coma all this time—”
Hetty gave an understanding nod. “I see.”
Maklavir was silent for a long moment. Try as he might, he couldn’t tear his eyes away from the dark hallway. “I’ve been with a lot of women in my life. But I’ve never really…” He paused.
“Cared about any of them?” Hetty prodded. She finished the row on her knitting. 
Maklavir gave a sober nod. “No. Not until Kara.” He flopped back in his chair, his arms splayed out on the rests. “I’ve been busy, you understand. A full life as a barrister and a diplomat. I was in the King’s service. I was travelling—”
“Oh come now, Maklavir,” said Hetty sharply. “There’s no point lying to me, or to yourself for that matter.”
Maklavir blinked in surprise.
Hetty kept her gaze on her knitting. “You’ve been afraid of committing to one woman, afraid of settling down to a dull life of domesticity.” She looked up at Maklavir as if he were an eight-year old boy. “So you’ve kept women at an arm’s length your whole life. It certainly has nothing to do with your career.”
Maklavir opened his mouth, then shut it again. He stared at Hetty in stunned silence for a long moment, then raised a finger. “Now look here. You don’t know anything about me, and—”
Hetty gave a lilting laugh. “I don’t need to know anything about you, Maklavir. You’ve already told me enough.” She put her knitting down and reached for her tea. “I’m a woman, after all. I’ve been around a bit myself.”
Maklavir frowned. “I hardly think that qualifies you to—”
Hetty pushed a lock of gray hair out of her face. “Love is risk, Maklavir. A gamble. It’s certainly not for the faint of heart. Cowards do not love deeply, or live fully. You treat women the way you do because you are afraid.”
Maklavir leaped up from his chair as if he had been bitten. “Now see here. I don’t have to—”
Hetty took a sip of her tea, then put the mug back down again. “Have you told Kara how you feel about her?”
Maklavir’s face worked for a moment. He paced back and forth, then looked down the hall again. “No, of course not. How could I? You saw her. The woman’s been in a coma for—”
“Surely you didn’t fall in love with Kara while she was in a coma?” Hetty picked up her knitting and resumed. “So why didn’t you express your feelings to her before?”
Maklavir tensed, his hands clenching and unclenching in agitation. “Well there wasn’t time. There was a temple, and Kendril’s blasted pendant, and an assassin—” He stopped, strangely breathless. He stared at the ground for a moment. “And—and I was afraid. Afraid she would reject me.” He straightened. “Or worse, laugh at me.”
Hetty gave Maklavir a sidelong glance. 
“All right,” Maklavir said bitterly. “You were right. I am a coward. I always have been. Happy now?”
“Cowards do not give up everything they have and break into a man’s home for the woman they care about,” Hetty said matter-of-factly. 
Maklavir sank back down into the chair. “Well, I guess there’s that.”
Hetty sighed. “Why is it that men are always so ready for action, yet are so comically inept at expressing how they truly feel?”
Maklavir looked over at Hetty. “You tell me. You’re the great judge of people, remember?”
“That doesn’t mean I understand them,” Hetty said with a sad smile.
“Right.” Maklavir twisted his hands together. “I just…I can’t stand the thought of losing her.”
Hetty yanked on another stretch of the yarn. “My husband may be cantankerous and obstinate at the best of times, Maklavir, but he also happens to be the best surgeon in all of south Valmingaard. You’re in good hands with him.”
“I hope so,” Maklavir grumbled. He looked up sharply at Hetty. “Not a word about this, please. Not to Joseph, or even your husband. I couldn’t—”
“Please, Maklavir,” said Hetty with a good-natured laugh, “I’m not some kind of small village gossip. Give me a little credit.”
Maklavir opened his mouth to respond. 
A loud knock came from the front door.
Hetty paused, her knitting needles frozen in space. “We’re not expecting anyone,” she said in a whisper.
Maklavir looked up, suddenly alert. One hand went to the hilt of his sword. “It’s still dark,” he commented with a glance at the drawn curtains. “Who would—?”
“Open up,” a voice thundered from outside. The knock came again, loud and insistent. “In the name of the King!”
Maklavir felt his heart flutter like a bird’s wings. He stood quickly, and ducked out of sight of the main hall. He drew his sword with a shaking hand.
Hetty put aside her yarn and rose to her feet. She gestured questioningly to the front door.
Maklavir tried to swallow, but his throat was suddenly constricted. Instead, he gave a short nod. 
There was another series of bangs on the doors. “Open up!”
Hetty crossed into the main hall, and reached for the handle of the door. She glanced back once at the drawing room.
Maklavir dodged back behind the chair he had been sitting in, pressing himself up against the wall. The sword trembled in his hand. 
Hetty opened the door.
Two gendarmes, soaked from the falling rain, stood on the doorstep. Their tall bear caps dripped with water, and carbines with coverings over the barrels and firelocks were slung over their shoulders.
Hetty gave an uncertain smile. “Good morning, gentlemen. How can I—?”
“We’re looking for three fugitives, ma’am,” one of the gendarmes said roughly. “A woman and two men.” He put a hand on his sheathed sword. “We need to search your house.”
 



Chapter 15
 
“Take it off,” Kendril said.
Tomas glanced at Kendril for a moment, then moved over to where Bronwyn was tied to the wooden column. He yanked off the burlap sack that was over Bronwyn’s head.
The witch glared at the two of them. Her face was bruised on one side, the purple and black discoloration showing clearly on her pale skin. 
“The gag, too,” Kendril said.
Tomas reached over and undid the handkerchief that was stuffed into Bronwyn’s mouth. 
The witch spat and coughed. She looked up and smiled.
Kendril sat down on an overturned mill stone. “Hello, Bronwyn.”
“Kendril,” Bronwyn said sweetly. She tilted her head ever so slightly. “It’s been quite some time. There’s something…different about you.” She peered hard at Kendril’s burned face. “Your hair? You’re growing it out?”
Tomas raised a hand to strike the woman.
“Tomas,” Kendril said sharply.
The man hesitated, his hand still upraised.
Bronwyn looked over at Tomas with a patronizing smile. “I don’t think I know you. Oh, wait, you’re the one who was in the cave, weren’t you? The man who was so willing to do whatever I told him?” She gave a mocking little laugh. “Most people aren’t nearly so susceptible to my spells. Your will must be exceptionally weak.”
“Shut up!” Tomas roared. His hand flashed down and cracked across Bronwyn’s face
Her head lurched to the side. Tied to the post, she couldn’t avoid or block the blow. 
Kendril leapt up like a flash and grabbed Tomas, pulling him back. “Calm yourself,” he hissed into the other Ghostwalker’s ear.
Bronwyn spat some blood out onto the wooden floor of the mill. “It’s just the two of you, then?” Her eyes twinkled, despite the obvious pain she was in. “You’re both dead men.” She glanced askance at Tomas. “You, I couldn’t care less about.” She switched her gaze to Kendril. “But you, Kendril….” She sighed heavily. “Such a waste.”
Tomas reached for the knife sheathed at his belt. “Let me at her for five minutes, and then we’ll see who—”
“Tomas,” Kendril said between his teeth, “outside.”
Tomas looked over at Kendril with surprise and anger.
Kendril kept his gaze steady on Tomas’ face. “Outside,” he repeated. 
Tomas passed a hand over his face. He blinked, then nodded. Without another word, he walked past the central mill stone, the pulleys and gears of the mill room, then out the door. 
The roar of the river sounded more loudly for a moment, then became muffled again as the door slammed shut. 
Kendril turned back to Bronwyn. 
“Well,” Bronwyn said, “you have me tied and helpless. What are you going to do with me now?”
Kendril moved up towards her, his face hard. “I’m going to ask you some questions. And you’re going to give me some answers.”
Bronwyn rolled her eyes. “That’s all? Really, Kendril. You have such a lack of imagination.”
The mill room they were in was large and rectangular-shaped. Windows lined the river side, letting in the pale light of morning. Towards the back and opposite the door that led outside was a flight of stairs leading up to the second story.
Kendril clenched his jaw, moving over towards one of the windows. He glanced down at the boiling white water of the fast-moving stream.
“You look awful,” Bronwyn said, her voice dripping with false compassion. “What’s wrong, Kendril? Haven’t been sleeping well?”
Kendril bit his lip hard, still staring out the window. Sleep did indeed sound good about now. He had only managed to grab a few hours after they had come to the mill the night before, and that hadn’t nearly been enough.
And then there was the Ravenbrook estate. Just seeing it again had…well, had brought back too many memories. 
Kendril turned. “What are the Seteru planning, Bronwyn?”
She gave him an innocent look. “The Seteru? Really, Kendril, I think you credit me with far too much. To think that the gods of the Void would tell me their plans.” She took a deep breath. “I could only hope to be so trusted a servant.”
“Is that what you were in Vorten,” Kendril snarled. “A servant?”
A hint of something flashed in Bronwyn’s eyes, but it was gone in a moment. She lifted her head. “The ways of the Seteru are inscrutable to mere mortals,” she said.
“You mean killing all those people,” Kendril said. He stepped closer to the bound woman. “Burning the city to the ground? Raining fire from the sky?”
Bronwyn swallowed. “Those who do not join with the Seteru deserve to die—”
Kendril whipped out the dagger that Tomas had given him and pressed it up against Bronwyn’s exposed neck. “How about worshippers of the Seteru?” he growled. “Do they deserve to die?”
Bronwyn arched her head back. She flinched, but still managed to smile. “Now there’s the Kendril I remember,” she said. “Always solving things with a blade.”
“What are the Seteru planning?” Kendril repeated. He pressed his knife a little harder against the white flesh of Bronwyn’s neck. “Tell me.”
Bronwyn croaked out a little laugh. She looked up into Kendril’s eyes. “You have no idea what you’re dealing with, do you? You think that Vorten was bad? Vorten was just the beginning, Kendril.”
Kendril gave a rough smile. “And what’s the end, Bronwyn?”
Bronwyn arched an eyebrow. “Tell me, Kendril. How long has it been since you’ve been this close to a woman?”
Kendril’s knife hand faltered. He became suddenly, painfully aware that he was pressed right up against Bronwyn. He could feel her warm, slender body just—
He stepped back quickly, lowering the knife. He turned his face away, not wanting Bronwyn to see how shaken he was.
“You want information?” Bronwyn twisted in the ropes that bound her. “Redemption will burn. The Great Fang is coming with his men. Nothing can stop them, Kendril, nothing at all.”
Kendril whirled back around, his face hard. “The Great Fang? Who’s that?”
Bronwyn gave a mischievous smile. “Poor Kendril. You always seem at least two steps behind. I thought by now you might have learned something, but it seems you’re still just a blank slate.” She moved her eyes over his body. “A handsome blank slate, mind you.”
Kendril raised his knife again. “Enough with your games and mind tricks, Bronwyn. What’s the Great Fang? Your werewolf back at the cave?” His mouth curled into a sneer. “I already took care of him.”
Bronwyn shook her head with a sigh. “You kill one werewolf and you think it’s over? That was just the beginning. A foretaste. Redemption is going to burn, Kendril. The mud streets of this pathetic town are going to run with blood. If you’re smart you’ll get out while you still can.”
“There are more werewolves?” Kendril felt the first beat of real uncertainty in his mind. “More than one?”
“Those Jombards in the cave were just the beginning,” Bronwyn said in a low voice. She glanced around conspiratorially, as if afraid of being overheard. “The Great Fang is coming, and when he does he won’t leave anyone alive.”
Kendril lowered the knife. “That’s the plan of the Seteru, then? They’re striking from the east, from the wilderness of Jothland?”
Bronwyn’s eyes glinted. “The Seteru are coming from everywhere, Kendril. From all directions. I told you, Vorten was just the beginning. Soon all of Rothland will burn.”
Kendril gave Bronwyn a long, hard look. “You’re bluffing. The Jombard tribes are disorganized, scattered. They haven’t broken through the Wall in decades. They’re too busy fighting each other to mount an attack on Redemption.”
“Things have changed, Kendril.” Bronwyn smiled. “There are cults springing up all over Rothland. The nations of the west are like rotten apples, ready to fall off the tree with the slightest shake.” She looked at Kendril with something like pity in her eyes. “When the Great Fang comes, he will come for you, Kendril. He has heard of you. The Demonbane of Vorten. He wants to try his mettle against you. Killing you will prove his strength.”
“So far I’ve killed a winged abomination, a werewolf, and a goddess,” Kendril said with a half-smile. “Somehow this Great Fang of yours doesn’t worry me over much.”
Bronwyn spat on the floor by Kendril’s booted foot. “Blasphemer! You cannot kill the Seteru!”
“Maybe, maybe not.” Kendril lifted the knife again. “But I’m pretty sure I can kill you.”
Bronwyn clucked her tongue. “Really, Kendril. After all we’ve been through together? And here I thought you and I were becoming such good friends.”
“When’s the attack coming, Bronwyn?” Kendril put the side of the knife against her pretty face. “How many Jombards are there? Where’s their base of operations? What are they armed with?”
Bronwyn shook her head sadly. “Please, Kendril. I can’t give away all the surprises, can I?”
Kendril looked the woman straight in the eyes. “One way or the other, Bronwyn, you’ll tell me what I want to know.”
“Good,” she said with a flash of fire in her eyes. “I like things a little rough. Are you going to start on me now?” She looked coyly around the mill room and lowered her voice. “We’re all alone, you know.”
Kendril pulled away the knife and stuck it back in his belt. 
“Still playing the virtuous hero?” Bronwyn laughed. “Come on, Kendril. You may have everyone else fooled, but not me. I know what you really are. I can see it in your eyes. I always have, since the day I met you in Balneth.” She craned her head forward, lowering her voice. “You’re a killer, Kendril. A murderer. And the part of you that doesn’t want to take me like a wild animal right here and now wants to jam that knife into my throat and end me.” She pulled her head back again, resting against the wooden post. “So go ahead. Make up your mind, but do something. I know you want to.” She wiggled in her tight ropes. “I can’t stop you either way.”
Kendril put a gloved hand against the post by Bronwyn’s head and leaned in close until his face was almost touching hers. “You’re right,” he said quietly. “There is something that I’ve been wanting to do to you.”
“Don’t leave a girl in suspense,” Bronwyn said breathlessly.
“Fair enough,” Kendril said. He whipped out a handkerchief and stuffed it into Bronwyn’s mouth, then tied it behind her head. 
Bronwyn blinked in surprise, then tried to say something through the gag. The words were muffled and lost. 
“That’s better,” Kendril said. He turned and walked past the dust-covered gears and millstones, then pushed through the door outside.
Tomas was sitting on a rock by the covered wooden bridge that crossed the fast-moving river. He looked up as Kendril stepped out. “Get anything?”
“Yes and no,” Kendril said cryptically. He took a deep breath of clear air. 
“I’m sorry,” Tomas said, his face to the ground. “I lost it in there. I—I don’t know what came over me, I just—”
“Bronwyn is a master at manipulation,” Kendril said shortly. He looked down at the churning stream. “She tries to get into your mind. Turn things upside down.”
Tomas shook his head. “She was right, thought. Her spell affected me so easily. I thought that—” He gritted his teeth together. “I thought I was made of sterner stuff than that.”
“She doesn’t have her amulet anymore,” Kendril said gruffly. “And she’s a long ways from help here at the mill.”
Tomas glanced up at Kendril. “So what did she tell you?”
Kendril shook his head. “She says that there’s an attack coming on Redemption. The Jombards, led by someone she calls the Great Fang.”
Tomas furrowed his brow. “Another of your werewolves?”
Kendril shrugged. “Let’s hope not.” He glanced back at the mill. “Either way, she knows more than she’s telling us. We can’t execute her yet. Whatever she knows, we need to know it too.”
Tomas got up from the rock with a sigh. He brushed the dirt and mud off his trousers. “Why do I suspect that getting the information out of her isn’t going to be easy?”
Kendril glanced down the dirt track that led back up the hill. “Isn’t getting information out of people your area of specialty?”
Tomas nodded slowly. “I know a few techniques. Might as well start with some basic deprivation. We’ll see how a couple days without food and water finds her. Her tongue might be a little looser then.” He gave Kendril a probing glance. “You seem to have a knack for getting things out of her, though. She seems to like you.”
Kendril snapped his head around. “She doesn’t like me. She enjoys torturing me and twisting my mind around.”
Tomas rubbed his chin. “Whatever works.”
“Where’s Marley?” Kendril asked, abruptly changing the subject.
Tomas stuck a thumb towards the backside of the mill. “Feeding your mule. Why?”
Kendril glanced up at the hill. He could just make out the backside of the Ravenbrook manor. “We should go into town and get supplies.”
“No offense,” Tomas said with a raised eyebrow, “but I’m not sure I would trust Marley to go by himself.”
“No,” Kendril responded. “you should go with him. I’ll keep an eye on Bronwyn.”
“I’ll stay,” Tomas said quickly. “You should go with Marley.”
Kendril scowled. He nudged one of his boots around in the mud. “I don’t really—”
“Look,” said Tomas bluntly, “I think you should talk with Marley.”
“What about?”
“Maybe he swore an oath to Eru, and maybe he didn’t,” Tomas said with upraised hands. “But it’s not right to keep him trudging around after you because of a promise he can’t even remember making.”
“I never made him—” Kendril started to say.
“You and I both know that things are only going to get worse from here,” Tomas interrupted. “And we can’t afford to have anyone with us that isn’t completely committed to….” He glanced meaningfully at the mill where Bronwyn was tied up. “Well, to whatever we have to do.”
“You think I should tell him to go away?” Kendril asked slowly. 
“He’s not a Ghostwalker.”
“Neither were Joseph, Kara, and Maklavir,” Kendril said without thinking. As soon as the names were out of his mouth, he felt a great sting in his heart. 
Tomas crossed his arms. “And where are Joseph, Kara, and Maklavir now?”
Kendril glowered, but didn’t say anything.
“Just talk to him,” Tomas said. “Marley deserves to be given a choice. A real choice.”
“Fine.” Kendril turned on his heel. “Hold down the fort here. I’ll be back in two hours.”
 
The rain had finally cleared, but the streets of Redemption were still a churning mass of mud in the bright sunlight. And despite the lack of rain, Kendril kept his hood over his head, casting a shadow on his features. 
Marley grunted as he heaved a sack of corn meal onto Simon’s back. He wiped some sweat off his forehead. 
“You get more gunpowder, too?” Kendril’s eyes watched the street and the various trappers, traders, and militia men that passed by. 
“Yes, sir” Marley gave a good-natured grin. “I knew you’d be needing it for all those guns of yours.”
Kendril turned, keeping his face out of sight of the street. “Anything else?”
Marley gave Simon’s flank a pat. “That’s everything, Mr. Kendril. Just you wait until you try my morning biscuits. They can get a little stale, mind you, but dunk ‘em in a cup of coffee and—”
“Marley,” Kendril said abruptly, “we need to talk.”
The old sailor looked up in surprise. “I’m right here, Mr. Kendril.”
“Look—” Kendril hesitated for a moment, trying to find the right words. “That vow you made. It doesn’t mean anything. You were dead drunk at the time.”
Marley squinted. “What are you trying to say, Mr. Kendril?”
“Well, just that—” Kendril turned away and made a face. He turned back almost as quickly. “Things are getting dangerous, Marley. Really dangerous. There’s no reason for you to be caught in the crossfire here. Not over a stupid oath, at any rate.”
“Begging your pardon, Mr. Kendril,” Marley said, “but do you think the oath that you made was a stupid one?”
“That’s different,” Kendril said quickly. He bit his lip hard for a moment, thinking. “I’m trouble, Marley. You don’t want to hang around me, or you’ll have trouble too. Do you understand?”
Marley came around the side of Simon. He looked Kendril full in the face. “You pulled me off that burning ship and saved my life, Mr. Kendril.”
Kendril turned his face away. “Yes,” he said, as if admitting to a crime.
“There’s not one man in a hundred that would do that,” Marley continued. “If I leave you, I’ll just be back on some ship again, heading Eru knows where under some beast of a captain. But you—well, you say you’re trouble, Mr. Kendril, but you’ve treated me right. I owe you, plain and simple.” He gave a resolute shake of his head. “Vow or no vow, I’m sticking with you, whether you like it or not.”
“Marley—” Kendril began to say. He stopped, his eyes catching sight of a person across the street.
The man, tall and thin with a scraggly beard and wearing a trapper’s fur clothes, instantly ducked out of sight into one of the small alleyways that led off the main street.
Marley turned, peering in the direction Kendril was staring. “What is it, Mr. Kendril?”
Kendril pulled his hood as far as it would go over his face. “Trouble.” He snatched Simon’s bridle. “Come on, we’ve already spent more time here than we should have.”
Marley nodded. “Yes sir, Mr. Kendril.” 
The two turned, trudging through the muddy street towards the eastern gate. 
 
The room was stuffy and dark. The fireplace flickered haphazardly, snapping and crackling.
The trapper stood, his fur hat held uncomfortably in his hands. For the third time since entering the room, he ran his hand self-consciously through his tangled, greasy hair.
A lean, black hound lay sprawled before the fire. It looked up at the trapper and opened its jaw wide in an unconcerned yawn.
“You’re absolutely sure about this?” The man seated in the large stuffed chair swished the wine around in his glass. “Absolutely sure?”
The trapper cleared his throat. “Yes, my lord. I would know him anywhere. I served with him, you know back in the Jombard Wars. Must have been almost a decade ago, now.” He shuffled his feet uncomfortably. “He’s changed, he has. Burnt on one side of his face, and dressed in black like a Ghostwalker, but it’s him.”
The man in the chair leaned forward. He had black hair and a trim black beard. His eyes sparkled like blue sapphires in the firelight. “So Kendril has finally returned to Redemption.”
The trapper looked at the hound in front of the fire. “Yes, my lord.”
The man in the chair gave a thoughtful sip of his wine, then raised a hand. “Thank you. Your help is much appreciated. My manservant will see that you are properly compensated for your trouble before you leave.”
The trapper bowed, obviously relieved at the dismissal. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” He backed out of the room, closing the door softly behind him as he left.
The man in the chair stretched out a long arm and scratched the hound on the head.
The beast licked his master’s hand.
“You heard that, Colonel?” The man in the chair kept petting the dog, almost as an afterthought. 
“I heard.” A figure emerged from the shadows on the other side of the fire. It was another man, dressed in buckskin and leather with a lean, cruel face and lanky brown hair. His face was unshaven, but his brown eyes were sharp and intelligent. At his belt hung a huge knife and a cartridge pouch. “Never heard of this guy before. He some kind of problem?”
The man in the chair chuckled softly. “Kendril was before your time, Colonel Belvedere. Earned quite a reputation in the Jombard Wars. His reappearance here is no accident.”
Colonel Belvedere shrugged. “Maybe he’s just passing through. Looking up old friends.”
The man in the chair took another sip of his wine.  “I think not. The fact that’s he’s here in Redemption, now of all times?” He shook his head slowly. “The Jombards are practically ready to explode any day now. This…Great Fang, or whatever he’s calling himself, is stirring them up to a fever-pitch, and now Kendril of all people magically reappears in Redemption? No, this is no coincidence.”
Belvedere stuck his thumbs into his belt. “I see. What do you want me to do?”
The man in the chair put his wine down on a nearby side table. “You still have that team of yours? The one that’s so good at doing some quiet work when needed?”
Belvedere nodded. “All good men. The best mercenaries you’ll find. Discreet, too.”
“Excellent.” The man in the chair looked up at Belvedere with cold blue eyes. “Take them and find Kendril. Then deal with him.”
Belvedere cleared his throat. “Just to clarify, your lordship, by that you mean—?”
The man leaned down and scratched the whimpering dog again. “Do I have to spell everything out for you? If you can threaten or intimidate him into leaving Redemption, then fine.”
Belvedere smiled. His teeth were yellow and stained. “This Kendril the kind of man that scares easy?”
“No.”
“So then your mayorship, not to beat the point,” Belvedere said, “but what do you want us to do with the blighter if he won’t scare off?”
Lord Blackstone, mayor of Redemption, turned in his chair. “Then kill him.”
 



Chapter 16
 
The metal shard chinked down into the small dish on the counter. It was red, about the size of a small splinter. In the light of the kitchen it seemed to glow softly, though perhaps it was just Joseph’s imagination.
Silvanus exhaled the breath he had been holding. He put the metal tweezers down. “That’s one. It looks like there are two more. Both are deep.”
Joseph swallowed. He tried his best not to look down at Kara’s face. It was white like death. 
The dull thud of a knock echoed down the passage from outside the kitchen door.
Joseph’s head shot up. “Someone’s at the front door,” he whispered. “That’s the second time I’ve heard a knock.”
“Focus,” Silvanus ordered. “Keep the pressure up there, or your girl will bleed to death. You have the water ready?”
Joseph glanced at the steaming water on the counter beside him. It was filled with healing herbs that he had put into it. “Yes.”
Silvanus looked up and caught his eyes for a moment. “Stay with me, Joseph. Two more slivers, that’s all we need to get. Just one at a time and we’ll have them out.” He reached for a scalpel.
The distant sound of the knock came again. Someone shouted something, though the exact words were lost through the heavy wooden door of the kitchen.
Joseph felt a stab of fear in his heart. “Who would be at the door?”
Silvanus looked up, his scalpel hovering over Kara’s exposed chest. “At this time of the morning?” he asked gruffly. “Only vagabonds and intruders forcing me to do surgery at sword point. Now be quiet and let me work.”
Another loud voice echoed out from the hallway.
Gendarmes.
Joseph glanced over to where his sword lay next to the fireplace. It would take just a second to snatch it up, then to move out into the corridor.
“I have to go,” Joseph said quickly. “If those are the gendarmes—”
Silvanus snapped his eyes up. His gaze was harsh and fierce. “If you leave now,” he said in a deathly calm tone, “Kara will bleed out and die in less than a minute. I can’t do this by myself.”
Joseph felt sick. He kept the pressure up on the cloth under his hand. “I can’t—”
“You have to.” Silvanus looked down again. “Otherwise Kara is as good as dead. It’s that simple.”
Joseph glanced over at this sword. He felt trapped, helpless. “But the gendarmes—”
“If it is the gendarmes,” Silvanus said, “then you’ll have to trust that your friend Maklavir can handle the situation. Because if you leave this room now, all of this will have been for nothing. Now please shut up and let me work.”
Joseph licked his dry lips. His hands were shaking, his heart beating like a drum. 
It was up to Maklavir now.
Eru help them all….
 
“This is highly irregular,” Hetty said. One of her hands was still clutched firmly on the front door. “Do you have any idea what time—?”
“We know this is an odd request,” the first gendarme said, looking past Hetty suspiciously. “But our orders are strict, ma’am. No house in the area is exempt. These fugitives are dangerous.”
“Well, I assure you,” said Hetty with a weak smile, “there are no fugitives in this house. You are the first people who have come to the door all night. Now, please, I must insist—”
“Begging your pardon, ma’am, but I’m afraid that it’s I who must insist,” the gendarme said again. He put a solid hand against the door and pushed it open wide, then turned and nodded to his companion. 
The second gendarme loosened the carbine on his shoulder and started forward.
Hetty fell back into the entryway, obviously flustered. “Please, gentlemen, I told you before, there are no fugitives here!”
“Excuse me,” the first gendarme said roughly, as he shoved his way into the entryway, “but you could be under duress, ma’am. We’ll only take five minutes or so, and then—”
“Eru in Pelos, woman!” came a thundering voice from the drawing room, “what is all that racket?”
All three heads turned towards the drawing room in surprise.
Maklavir appeared around the corner. One of Silvanus’ rich red lounging robes was draped over him, and an unlit pipe dangled from his mouth. 
Hetty appeared too stunned to speak. “I—I—” She stammered.
The first gendarme narrowed his eyes. “We’re searching the house, sir. Looking for fugitives—”
“I don’t care if you’re looking for a lost spice caravan,” Maklavir roared. “I’ll be dipped in the Void if I let a bunch of unshaven soldiers tromp through my house as if it were a barn.”
The first gendarme stiffened. “I—sorry, sir, but we have strict orders—”
“Oh, do you?” Maklavir chewed furiously on the stem to his pipe, and strode full into the entryway. “Do you indeed? And who exactly gave you those orders? King Luxium?”
The gendarme blinked, then his face burned red. “No, sir. Captain Potemkin is our commanding—”
“Captain Potemkin?” Maklavir swung towards the stairs in obvious agitation. “Let me see if I understand this, gendarme. You’re banging on the door of an esteemed diplomat and ambassador of the Royal Court of Valmingaard at Eru only knows what hour in the morning on the order of some backwater captain who I’ve never even heard of?”
The two gendarmes glanced at each other nervously. 
“Please, sir,” the first gendarme started again, looking much more ill-at-ease than before. “I’m sure you can understand—”
“Understand?” Maklavir thrust his face right into the gendarme’s, causing the startled man to retreat a pace or two. “Oh, I understand all right. I understand that you are interrupting my sleep, disturbing my valuable rest.” He grabbed the pipe out of his mouth and jabbed the stem at the man as if it were a rapier. “In the morning I have to negotiate with envoys from the Republic of Arbela, and in the afternoon I have to facilitate a meeting of the blacksmith guild from all of southern Valmingaard.” Maklavir jammed the pipe back in his mouth and bit the stem so hard it seemed he would crack it in two. “But I have no doubt, gentlemen, that whatever ridiculous search you are conducting in the home of one of the King’s most trusted servants is more than justified, isn’t it?”
The gendarmes both looked completely terrified. The first one opened his mouth, but didn’t manage to say anything sensible. 
“Well, by all means,” Maklavir said as he spread his hands wide towards the house behind him, “search my home. Tear though my bureaus, rip open my mattresses. But first—” He stabbed his finger right into the chest of one of the gendarmes, “I’ll have your name and rank, gendarme.” His finger swung towards the second man. “And yours too. I want to know who I should tell the Lord Mayor was stupid enough to pound on my door in the dark hours of morning.”
The two gendarmes backed out the door.
One tipped his bear cap with a trembling hand. “Our mistake, sir. We didn’t know—”
Maklavir stood still, his arms still splayed wide. “Didn’t know what, gendarme? I’m still waiting for that name and rank.”
Both gendarmes hurriedly touched the brims of their caps.
“No—no need for that, sir,” the first gendarme said hurriedly. “Our mistake. It won’t happen again.”
They both turned and scurried back into the darkness, towards the waiting shapes of their nags. 
Maklavir gave a mighty snort, then slammed the door shut.
Hetty gave out a great breath, then crumpled down onto the first step of the stairs leading to the second story. 
Maklavir leaned back against the closed door. He plucked the pipe out of his mouth with a grimace. “I can’t stand the taste of tobacco.”
Hetty put a hand over her heart. “That scared me half to death.” She looked up at Maklavir. “That—was quite the performance. I didn’t know you were an actor, Maklavir.”
The diplomat chuckled. He folded the pipe into the pocket of the lounge robe. “Well, they say the best acting comes from life.” He looked directly at Hetty. “You could have turned us in, Hetty.”
Hetty straightened, and got shakily back to her feet. “With that poor girl back in there, under the knife?” She gave a solid shake of her head. “I’m not heartless, Maklavir.”
“Well, we owe you our thanks either way.” Maklavir held out a hand. “I don’t know how to repay you.”
Hetty took the man’s hand with a smile. “If your girl comes through this, Maklavir, tell her how you feel about her. Then we’ll call it even.”
 
A hand on Maklavir’s shoulder woke him suddenly. He sat up straight in the chair, blinking his bleary eyes. 
Joseph stood over him. He looked half-dead, his eyes bleary and red. 
“Joseph?” Maklavir shook the last vestiges of sleep off him. He glanced around the drawing room. Shafts of watery sunlight peeked around the closed curtains. “What are—?” His eyes widened, and he felt his heart suddenly quicken its pace. “Kara. Is she—?”
Joseph sighed, and took his hand off Maklavir’s shoulder. “She made it.”
Maklavir felt a surge of emotion, a lifting of a weight that he hadn’t even realized had been on him. “Praise Eru.” He covered his face with both his hands, then looked up at Joseph again suddenly. “But…is she—?”
Joseph glanced down at the floor. “I don’t know, Maklavir. We can’t know for sure until she wakes up.”
Maklavir rubbed a hand over his face, hoping that Joseph couldn’t see him wiping away the tears that were stinging his sleep-starved eyes. He looked up at his friend. “Thank you, Joseph. Whatever happens, you did everything you could for her.”
Joseph sighed. “It’s you I should be thanking. Hetty told me about the gendarmes. If they had barged in on us—”
Maklavir swallowed, terrified at the thought. “Yes, well that didn’t happen, thank Eru.”
“I don’t give you enough credit, Maklavir,” Joseph said suddenly. “You’ve given up everything for Kara. You’ve stuck with her and me like a hound dog. That takes courage.”
Maklavir grinned. “You say that like you’re surprised, Joseph.”
Joseph returned the smile. “Maybe just a little.” The smile quickly vanished, and he stretched his shoulder with a groan. “Ugh. I feel terrible.”
“You need sleep, old bean.” Maklavir nodded up at Joseph’s shoulder. “How’s the wound?”
“Hurts.” Joseph lowered himself into one of the chairs across from Maklavir. “Standing hunched over a kitchen table for several hours didn’t really help it, either.” He rubbed his shoulder gently with his hand. “It doesn’t seem to be getting infected, though, and that’s miracle enough with all the mud and dirt we’ve been through the last couple days.”
“Go ahead and get some rest,” said Maklavir. He rose to his feet and gave a cat-like stretch. “I’ll get you if anything changes with Kara.”
Joseph nodded wearily. “Yeah, that sounds tempting all right.”  He patted his pockets self-consciously, then looked around the room sheepishly.
“What’s wrong?” Maklavir asked.
“Well—” Joseph scratched the side of his neck. “I thought I should—it’s been a while, since I’ve read the Scriptures. But I—” His face turned a scarlet hue behind his dirty blonde beard. “I seem to have misplaced my copy.”
Maklavir grinned. He reached into his own pocket, pulled out a tattered and rat-eared handbook, and tossed it to the pathfinder. “Here.”
Joseph caught it. “This is mine.”
Maklavir shrugged. “You left it lying around the last time you left for the fighting. I thought you might want it back at some point.”
Joseph weighed the Blessed Scriptures in his hand, then looked up at Maklavir. “You’ve been holding onto this…all this time?”
Maklavir beamed. “Welcome, back, Joseph.”
 
“Gentlemen,” Hetty said loudly. She gave a swift kick to Joseph’s boot, then Maklavir’s. 
Joseph started awake. The copy of the Blessed Scriptures that had been lying open on his lap tumbled off onto the ground in a heap of bent pages. 
Maklavir jumped up in his chair as well, rubbing his eyes. “I don’t know this girl—” he started to say, then sank back in the chair with a blush. “I—sorry, just a dream.”
“I thought you might like to know,” Hetty said patiently, “that your friend Kara is starting to stir. Also, there’s breakfast laid out in the kitchen if you’ve an appetite. The eggs and coffee are a bit cold, I’m afraid, but I had no idea you were planning to sleep the day away.”
Joseph snatched his book off the ground and scowled at Maklavir. “I thought you said you were going to keep watch.”
Maklavir rubbed the last cobwebs out of his eyes. “I only sat down for a moment.” He straightened in his chair. “Oh, give me a break, will you Joseph? I’ve been running on about two hours of sleep for the last two days. How am I supposed—?”
“Yes,” came the sudden voice of Silvanus, “well you’re right lucky we didn’t summon the gendarmes while you were napping.” He came into the drawing room, wiping his hands on a cloth. “Some home invaders you lot are. More like imbeciles.”
Joseph got to his feet, blinking his eyes. “Kara, is she—?”
“I don’t know,” Silvanus said gruffly. “She’s still coming out of the anesthesia. Might be a few minutes until she’s fully awake.”
“Thank you for everything you did,” Joseph said.
“You’re thanking me?” Silvanus laughed and tossed the towel aside. “Like I had any choice in the matter? Surgery in a kitchen.” He gave a fierce shake of his head. “I never heard of anything so reckless and absurd in my whole medical career.” He lifted a finger at both men. “If she dies of infection it’s just what you deserve, mark my words.”
“Come, dear,” Hetty soothed, taking her husband’s arm. “You shouldn’t talk like that. They were only trying to save their friend.” She turned back to Joseph and Maklavir. “Don’t forget about that coffee. It’ll be stale soon.”
Silvanus stared at his wife. “You made these vagabonds coffee?”
Hetty stared defiantly at her husband. “And breakfast, too. They have to eat, dear.”
“Tuldor’s beard, Hetty!” Silvanus cursed. He rolled his eyes. “Well, gentlemen, feel free to stay as long as you like in my house, eating my food, bewitching my wife, and forcing me to do surgery at sword point!”
“Of course they can stay as long as they need,” Hetty said with a reprimanding arch of her eyebrow. “Now you’d better come with me and get something to eat as well, dear. You look positively famished.” She took him by the arm and led him out of the drawing room.
“If you think I’m eating anything you made in that kitchen—” Silvanus blustered, his voice moving into the hall, “why, I operated on that table, Hetty!”
“Well, don’t be silly, love. Of course I cleaned it first—” Hetty’s voice slowly faded away in the direction of the kitchen. 
Joseph and Maklavir both looked at each other, then shot up from their chairs.
Kara’s room was one of the spare bedrooms on the first floor. The curtains had been pulled, but the daylight peeking around the edges gave enough light to see by. 
Joseph and Maklavir both entered, their booted feet shuffling on the wooden floor.
Kara lay motionless in the bed. Even in the semi-darkness of the room her skin looked sickeningly white. Only her short-cropped red hair gave any semblance of color.
Joseph and Maklavir moved over to the side of the woman’s bed. They exchanged uncertain looks.
Kara moaned. 
The two men waited, standing as still as statues. Both felt the same sickening sense of worry. 
Joseph sat in a chair by the bed. He reached out and took Kara’s unmoving hand. Her skin was as cold as ice. He squeezed gently.
Maklavir watched him, then looked at Kara’s face.
She groaned. Her eyes blinked slowly.
Both men held their breath. Time seemed to slow into the space of a breath.
“Kara?” Joseph said softly. He tightened his grip on her limp hand. “Kara, can you hear me?”
Her eyes opened, one at a time. The pupils were glazed, her gaze distant. She stared straight up at the ceiling.
“Kara?” Maklavir managed to say. His mouth was so dry he could barely mouth the words. He tried to swallow, but couldn’t. 
Kara stared straight up, directly ahead, through eyes that seemed as if they were still dreaming. 
“Eru, no,” Maklavir whispered. He put a hand over his face.
Joseph let out a sobbing sigh. He put his forehead down on the edge of the bed.
Kara blinked again, heavy and slow. Then she moved her head ever so slightly.
Joseph lifted his head. 
Maklavir dropped his hand.
“J-Joseph?” Kara murmured. She looked drowsily at the pathfinder, then closed her eyes for a long second before opening them again. “Mak-Maklavir?” She turned her head slowly to look at the diplomat.
Joseph opened his mouth, but he couldn’t say anything. His eyes shone in the dim light of the room. 
Maklavir hurriedly wiped his own eyes, and tried to steady his voice. “We—we’re both here, Kara. You’re safe.”
She sighed, and closed her eyes again. “Where am I?”
Joseph and Maklavir looked at each other quickly.
Joseph sniffed and wiped his sleeve across his face. He coughed. “You’re in the house of a doctor, Kara. We had to perform—” He caught himself as his voice began to break again. “Perform surgery.”
“I’m tired,” Kara mumbled. Her eyes were still closed. 
“Yes,” said Maklavir, clearing his throat and standing up straight, “well you’ve been sleeping for quite some time, Kara. It’s good to have you back”
Kara opened her eyes again, and managed a faltering smile. “It’s good to see you too, Maklavir.” Her words were slow and slurred. “Ungh. My mouth is dry.”
“I’ll get some water,” Joseph said quickly. He reached with a trembling hand for the pitcher of water by the bedside, then began filling a glass.
“How are you feeling?” Maklavir asked softly. 
Kara tried to swallow, but coughed instead. She took a wheezing breath. “Chest…hurts.”
Joseph nodded, then lifted the glass to Kara’s lips. “We had to get the remaining slivers out, Kara. Here, can you sit up at all?”
She nodded, still blinking slowly. She pushed herself up on her elbows with a grunt of pain, and managed to take a tiny sip of water. 
“You came through like a trooper, Kara,” Maklavir said with a grin. “Not that we ever had any doubts, mind you.”
“Slivers?” Kara collapsed back onto the pillow, then gingerly felt the bandage on her chest with one of her hands. “Slivers of what, Joseph?”
The scout paused for a moment, hesitant to speak aloud. “The Soulbinder, Kara. When it exploded, some of the pieces—” He stopped mid-sentence, his eyes on Kara’s face.
A look of complete terror filled Kara’s features. She opened her eyes wide, her breathing fluctuating rapidly. “I remember. Oh, Eru, I remember.” She put a hand up to her head. Tears formed in her eyes. “She was in my head, in my body. I couldn’t move, couldn’t—” She gasped for breath in short butterfly flutters, her chest still sore and raw. “I couldn’t…speak. I had to watch—”
Maklavir put a hand firmly on Kara’s arm. “It’s all right,” he said gently. “It’s over now, Kara. The Seteru is gone.”
Kara looked over at Joseph, tears rolling down her pale cheeks. “I tried…tried to kill you.”
Joseph took her hand again. “Indigoru tried to kill me,” he corrected. “Not you.”
Kara turned her head to the side, burying half of it in the pillow. “Oh, Eru. Eru.”
“You’re all right now, though,” said Maklavir with more cheerfulness than he felt. “Nothing to worry about at all.”
“Just rest and get better,” Joseph said. He rubbed her cold hand affectionately. “Maklavir and I will watch over you, get you anything you need.”
“I could feel her hate,” Kara whispered. “Her voice in my head. It was terrible.”
Joseph and Maklavir looked at each other, but said nothing.
Kara moved her face off the pillow. Her lips were unnaturally drained of color, her hair scraggly and matted from the pillow. “I feel as if I’ve…as if I’ve been in a dream. Everything’s been in a fog.”
Joseph looked down at the floor. “Yes, well, you were in a coma for quite some time, Kara. And when you woke up a few days ago, you were just repeating nonsense.”
Kara looked over at Joseph, her eyes puzzled. “How long has…” She stopped again to take a wheezing breath, “has it been? A day? A week?”
Joseph looked at Kara, temporarily at a loss for what to say.
Maklavir gave an awkward cough. “It’s been several months, Kara.”
Kara switched her gaze to Maklavir. “Months?”
Maklavir pulled up a chair and sat down by the bedside. “I’m sorry, Kara. We—” He coughed to cover up the break in his voice. “We thought we had lost you for good.”
Kara closed her eyes. “I…saw things,” she said finally. “Heard voices. I was in a fog, a living nightmare.”
Joseph glanced worriedly at Maklavir. He squeezed Kara’s hand tighter. “You’re safe now, Kara.”
“There…was a city burning.” She opened her eyes, and took a rattling breath. “Flames leaping so high. People were screaming….”
“You’re remembering Vorten,” said Maklavir in a quiet voice. “The city was devastated, but it’s starting to rebuild.”
Kara shook her head. “No, not Vorten. Another city. With a harbor, and a wooden palisade around it. It was burning. There were people fighting in the streets. And beasts—”
Joseph and Maklavir looked quickly at one another. The air in the room seemed to grow suddenly cold. 
“Kendril!” Kara exclaimed. She tried to sit up in bed, but fell back with a gasp of pain.
Joseph got up from the chair. “Easy, Kara. Lie still.”
“Kendril was there!” Kara continued. Her eyes flitted frantically back and forth between Joseph and Maklavir, then searched the dark room. “Where is he? Where is Kendril?”
Joseph took a half step back, as if Kendril’s name was physically painful to hear. “He…” Joseph took a breath. “He left. Months ago, just after you were injured.”
Maklavir clasped his hands behind his back. “We haven’t seen or heard from him, Kara. We have no idea where he’s gone to.”
Kara closed her eyes, and shook her head frantically. “No, no. It’s all wrong. This is all wrong. Fangs in the east. Fangs in the east.”
Maklavir looked quickly up at Joseph. “Should we get Silvanus?” he asked nervously. “Perhaps—”
Kara grabbed Maklavir’s hand and squeezed tight enough to elicit a gasp from him.
Joseph moved forward. “Kara, please calm—”
“There isn’t time,” Kara said, her eyes wild with terror. “We need to find Kendril. Do you understand? If we don’t, he’s going to die.”
 



Chapter 17
 
The sun was dipping low in the west. The fading rays stained the waters of Dancing Harbor a deep red, like spilled wine.
Kendril stood on the hillside. The wind from the ocean whipped his black cloak around him, and tugged endlessly at the corners of his raised hood. He ignored it, and ran his gloved hand over a pile of brambles and overgrown weeds just in front of him.
There was stone underneath the tangled growth of plants. 
Kendril knelt down, and tore mercilessly at the vines and leaves. He kept ripping until the dirt-encrusted face of the stone was finally clear. 
The light was fading. It was getting hard to see.
Kendril brushed the dirt off the stone, digging with his fingers into the cracks where the letters had been carved into the rock years ago. He got to his feet and stepped back, his eyes fixed on the uncovered gravestone before him.
Celeste, the marker read.
Kendril stood for a long time, his gaze rooted on the stone even when he couldn’t see the name anymore through the growing darkness. 
The cold wind continued to catch his black cloak, flapping it like the wings of a bird. 
“Marley said you came up this way,” came a voice from behind him.
Kendril didn’t turn. “Who’s watching Bronwyn?” he asked bitterly.
Tomas stepped up beside him, rubbing his hands against the chill breeze. “She’s tied to a post, Kendril. I did the knots myself. She’s not getting out anytime soon.”
Kendril sniffed. “So how long have you been spying on me?”
Tomas looked out at the ocean. “Long enough.” He took a deep breath of the salt air. “Marley also mentioned that you saw someone in town today. Someone you seemed to recognize.”
Kendril stared at the gravestone. He didn’t answer.
Tomas glanced back at him. “Who’s Celeste?”
Kendril turned back towards the looming shape of Ravenbrook Manor. “What do you care?”
“When shady people start recognizing you in town, I care.” Tomas brushed some of the dirt off the top of the gravestone. “I think it’s time you told me what’s going on here, Kendril. Time I knew the truth.”
Kendril paused and looked back at him.
For a moment there was only the sound of the wind in the long grass, and the distant clanging of the church bell in Redemption.
“My father was in charge of the stables at Ravenbrook Estate,” said Kendril quietly. He looked back at the shadow of the mansion further back on the hill. “I grew up here as a boy, played along the beach and in these woods until I got to know them like the back of my hand.”
Tomas crossed his arms. He watched Kendril intently.
“Young Lord Ravenbrook and I were the same age.” Kendril gave a half-smile. “We became the best of friends. You couldn’t separate us with a paring knife. We roamed all over these fields and forests together, slaying imaginary Jombards at every turn. We got into a fair degree of mischief, too, looking back on it.”
Tomas looked back at the gravestone. “So what happened?”
The smile disappeared from Kendril’s face. “He married a beautiful girl.” He looked over at Tomas. “She had a face that would melt your heart to look at. The loveliest creature in all Eru’s creation.” Kendril glanced back at the stone, his eyes cold and hard. “I didn’t begrudge him. He was a lord, after all, and nobility. I was just the son of a stable worker, and hardly the kind of young man who could afford to provide for a woman like her.”
Tomas gave the marker a keen glance. “Celeste?”
Kendril gave a hard swallow, then nodded. “Yes.”
Tomas looked back at Kendril. “That’s not all, is it?”
Kendril returned Tomas’ gaze with weary eyes. “You just can’t stop digging, can you? It’s my past. What does it matter?”
Tomas scratched the side of his face, and glanced back at the stone. “The longer we stay in this place, the more your past seems to be catching up with you. I think it matters.”
Kendril gave a heavy sigh. He stared at the gravestone himself for a long moment, shivering slightly in the bitterly cold wind. “Lord Ravenbrook became a general during the Jombard Wars,” he said at long last. “By virtue of his birth, you understand. Not that he had any real experience. The only soldiering he had done up to that point was with the local militia.” Kendril shook his head. “Still, he had a way with the men, and a natural talent for battle that surprised everyone.”
Tomas raised his eyebrows. “You too?”
Kendril chuckled darkly. “I guess not. I had fought in many campaigns with him already as a boy, remember? What was one more?”
Tomas narrowed his gaze. “So you went with Ravenbrook? During the Wars?”
Kendril nodded. “I was his armor-bearer. Fought with him in more battles than I can count. He saved my life time and again, and I saved his. The men loved him. I loved him. But his wife—” Kendril stopped, as if he had choked on something.
Tomas stood still, waiting.
Kendril’s face grew dark. “Ravenbrook was a skilled soldier, but a terrible husband. He ignored Celeste, treated her like one of his prized mares—” He stopped, his hand clenching in anger. Kendril took a deep breath, then continued. “I was wounded during the end of the second campaign, in the battle that we fought against the Jombards in the Forbidden City. Nothing serious, but enough to get me sent back over the Wall.”
Tomas tapped his finger against his arm. “Let me guess. You got sent here.”
Kendril glanced back at the manor. “I lived here. Celeste was here, too. It started innocently enough. Most of the men were gone, and she started treating my wound—” Kendril looked down at the ground, his face encased in shadow. “We fell in love.”
Tomas nodded, but said nothing.
“We tried to hide it,” Kendril said, his voice in a low monotone. “But Ravenbrook returned, and found out about us.”
“What happened?” Tomas asked.
Kendril stared straight at the gravestone. “He flew into a rage, and killed Celeste.”
The night was deepening, the sun long since vanished over the western horizon. Somewhere to the west, out in the deep woods, came the mournful cry of a wolf.
“And what did you do?” Tomas asked quietly.
“What do you think?” said Kendril tightly. He looked up at the other Ghostwalker. “I killed him.”
Tomas pulled out his gloves from where they were tucked into his belt and began to pull them on. “Do you still have enemies in this town?”
“I don’t know.” Kendril frowned under the shadow of his raised hood. “Maybe.”
“Maybe isn’t really good enough.” Tomas looked down at the black shape of the gravestone. The letters were no longer able to be read. “This place may not be safe for us. We should get Bronwyn to the mainland. New Marlin, or Archangel.”
Kendril gave a long, slow nod. “I suppose so. We seem secure enough for now, though. Getting her through the port and on a ship without anyone noticing might be a little difficult.”
Tomas rubbed his arms against the chill. “You’re absolutely sure that Bronwyn is worth all this effort? She really knows something she’s not telling us?”
Kendril turned to face Tomas. “I wouldn’t be going through all this if I didn’t. She knows, all right. The Seteru have another move they’re planning to make, probably more than one. This Great Fang that Bronwyn mentioned has got to be part of it.” He looked out at the black sea. “Eru help us if there are more of those—”
“Werewolves?” Tomas stamped his feet, his teeth practically chattering. 
Kendril raised an eyebrow. “You sound skeptical.”
“It’s my job to be skeptical,” Tomas replied sharply.
Kendril turned his head away with a snort. “I’m not lying. I’ve got the bloody bruises and cuts to show for it. That Jombard turned into an eight-foot tall werewolf. Almost took my head off.”
Tomas raised both hands. “You have to admit, it’s a pretty tall tale. When I came to, all I found was the messy remains of a Jombard. Not even a lick of fur on him.”
“Obviously,” Kendril said slowly, “he reverted to his natural shape after I killed him.”
“Obviously,” said Tomas.
Kendril glared at him. “Shouldn’t you be back with Bronwyn? One of us should be watching her.”
Tomas shrugged. “Marley’s there.”
“Like I said,” Kendril repeated, “one of us should be watching her. Even tied to a post, she’s tricky and manipulative.”
Tomas sighed. “All right, I’m going.” He looked sharply at Kendril. “You coming?”
Kendril gazed at the black form of the gravestone. “Give me a minute. I’ll be along.”
Tomas nodded. “All right. Take all the time you need.” He started to move away, then stopped and turned back around. “Kendril, for whatever it’s worth….” He stumbled a bit, as if unsure of what words to use. “I’m sorry.”
“Didn’t stop you from digging though, did it?” Kendril replied nastily.
Tomas opened his mouth to respond, then thought better of it. He turned and walked off into the darkness.
 
The trail that led down from the old Ravenbrook manor to the grist mill was lined with old wooden fences, rock walls, and overhanging apple and cherry trees. In the darkness the branches loomed out like the elongated fingers of old hags seeking for victims. A partial moon was out, and provided some silvery light to see by.
Tomas walked along, finding his footing carefully on the uneven path. Somewhere in the woods to his right an owl hooted. 
Something tugged at him the wrong way. A feeling that he couldn’t quite shake. It was a slight sense of foreboding. An ominous threat that seemed to stay in the shadows just out of his sight. 
Tomas put a hand on his dagger hilt. He glanced off the trail to each side.
A long rock wall was to the right. To the left was a small open space, bordered by what had once been a well-kept apple orchard.
A branch snapped off to the right, beyond the rock wall. 
Tomas whirled, his senses strained to the breaking point. 
It hit him in a flash, an intuitive sense that he couldn’t arrive at empirically. Somehow, he just knew.
He was being hunted.
Tomas took a cautious step back, silently. He quickly weighed his options. He could try to duck into the shadows to the left, make for the mill. Or he could double back and try to find Kendril. 
Either way, he should never have come down the main path, open and exposed. He had been careless. Stupid. 
Tomas edged over towards the side of the road, trying to make as little noise as possible. 
The black shadow of a figure rose up from behind the rock wall. It aimed a musket in Tomas’ direction.
The game was up. Tomas whipped out his dagger, ready to throw it.
Something cracked into the back of his head, sending purples sparks across his vision. 
Tomas slammed face-first into the dirt of the road. His vision swam. White stars flickered at the edges of his sight. He tried to rise, but he already knew it was too late.
His last conscious thought was that whoever it was that had snuck up behind him was good. Very good.
Tomas never even felt the second blow.
 
The old garden behind the manor house looked much different than Kendril remembered it. The bushes were overgrown, the side paths choked with thorns and weeks. Even the fountain that had once stood proudly in the middle was now toppled, a victim of wind, weather, and possibly young vandals. 
He stepped his way carefully towards the rear of the house, feeling a strange mixture of feelings at the sight of the old estate. In one way it would have felt strange and wrong to have seen it again in the prime of its glory, with carefully-tended rose bushes and a sparkling fountain in the moonlight. 
On the other hand, it filled Kendril with an overwhelming sense of sadness to see the estate in such disrepair. Every turn in the path, each overgrown flagstone held countless memories to him.
Kendril moved through the waist-high grass, kicking aside some of the more pernicious thorns. 
The area by the back door of the manor house was a little clearer than the rest of the garden.
Kendril stepped up to the back door of the large manor house. He felt a surge of emotion run through him, and tried his best to choke it back down.
He had ignored all this far too long. It was time he dealt with it. He needed to deal with it. Celeste’s ghost would haunt him until he did. As hard as it had been to talk about it with Tomas, in a way it had been a kind of catharsis. 
Kendril lifted a gloved hand to the back door of the manor house that had once been so familiar to him. It was boarded up, though several of the planks had long fallen off, and the others were gray with time and slimy with mildew. 
He took a breath. This needed to be done. It wasn’t an accident that Bronwyn had come here, of all places, back to Jothland and Redemption. Kendril had to face his past, one last time. 
It was the only way.
Kendril took a step back, then kicked in the door.
 
Tomas felt himself being dragged by his arms, which were wrenched behind his back and tied at the wrists. His head rang like a church bell. There was the warm, clotting feel of blood on the back of his head. 
He was dropped on the hard, wooden floorboards of the mill. Without his hands to catch his fall, Tomas had to take the brunt of the hit with his chest and the side of his face. He coughed, trying to focus his vision.
Two pairs of boots tromped past his field of vision. A hand grabbed the top of his hood and yanked it down.
“Well, well.” A man with an unshaven face, dressed in buckskin and wearing a slouched hat, leaned in to look Tomas in the face. “That wasn’t very hard, was it?”
“There’s that other one, Colonel,” said another man. “He ran off before we could catch him.”
Tomas twisted his head around with a muffled groan.
There were several armed men in the mill. Two wore fancy, embroidered clothes, and had several pistols tucked into their belts. Their faces were completely identical, down to the same set of brown hair and brown eyes. Twins. 
Another man lounged against the wall. He was dressed in chainmail and partial plate, with long blonde hair that fell down over his shoulders in the Baderan fashion. He oiled the blade of a greatsword, eyeing Tomas as he did so. 
Two more men stood near the door of the mill. They were dressed in buckskin and leather like the Colonel. Both were armed with crossbows and swords. 
A sixth man sat on the millstone by the gears. He was dressed in simple, rugged clothing and wore a red bandana over his face that hid his features. In his hands was a long-barreled flintlock rifle, even longer than the one that Kendril had. 
The seventh and final man made Tomas blink with surprise. His skin was rich and black, like the men who lived far to the south of the Spice Lands. He was draped in a red tunic, and his dark face was dotted with strange tattoos. He cradled a long spear in his arms, and looked at Tomas curiously with heavy-lidded eyes.
Colonel Belvedere gave a severe nod. “I don’t want any of the Ghostwalker’s friends getting away. He looked over at the dark-skinned man. “Mkante, track him down. Bring him alive if you can, but kill him if you have to.”
The man nodded without a word, then moved towards the door. 
Belvedere stuck out a finger at the two twins. “Janis, Hansel, go with him.”
The two men looked at each other, then at Belvedere. “Why can’t Mkante get this one by himself?” One of them said. He jerked a finger at Bronwyn, who was still tied and gagged in the center of the mill room. “I’d sure like a go with her, if you—”
“Now,” Belvedere barked. “And don’t shoot the poor fool unless you have to.” He turned to the man with the bandana and the rifle. “Gregor, get upstairs, and keep a watch out.”
Gregor rubbed a hand over his face with a disapproving scowl. “Black as night out there—” he mumbled with a sidelong glance at Bronwyn. 
“And you have the eyes of a barn owl,” Belvedere snapped. He turned his own leering eye on Bronwyn. “I promise you’ll get a turn before we kill her.”
Gregor cast one last regretful gaze at the bound girl, then headed for the stairs that led upstairs.
Mkante, Janis and Hansel disappeared out the front door of the mill.
Tomas coughed again. He could already tell that both his daggers had been taken off him. Even without his hands tied he didn’t have much chance against a posse of armed men. “So,” he said, keeping his voice light and steady, “are you going to tell me what this is all about?”
“Honestly, Mr. Kendril? I haven’t the foggiest.” Colonel Belvedere pulled out his huge knife, and knelt down to look in Tomas’ face. “You’ve made yourself one too many powerful enemies here in Redemption, that’s for sure.”
Tomas swallowed, trying to ignore the pain that pounded through his head. “Have I?”
Belvedere smiled. “I have to admit, I was hoping for more of a challenge when I heard that you were a Ghostwalker.” He looked up at the Baderan knight with a rough grin, then back down at Tomas. “I expected you to lead us for a bit more of a merry chase.”
“You never know,” Tomas said quietly. “I still might.”
Bronwyn squirmed in her ropes, her face red and flustered.
Colonel Belvedere stood back up. “And then there’s this pretty thing,” he said. He walked up to where Bronwyn was tied, waving the large knife under the woman’s chin. “You look like you want to say something, don’t you love? In a moment, in a moment.” He turned his gaze back towards Tomas. “And what exactly was your plan with her, then? She’s not from town, that’s for sure. No one’s been reported missing that I know of. You and your friend planning to sell her off to slavers?” He flicked his knife around, indicating the large mill room. “Or just keep her here awhile and have some fun with her where no one would interrupt?”
The two men by the door chuckled darkly.
Belvedere shook his head with a low whistle. “Blackstone said you were dangerous. He didn’t say you were deranged.”
Tomas slowly licked his cracked lips. “Blackstone?”
Belvedere grinned. “Truth told, Mr. Kendril, I was all willing to rough you up a bit and scare you out of Redemption. No use getting blood on my hands for no reason, is there?” He turned back to Bronwyn and caressed the side of her face. “But now that we’ve got her in the mix, it changes things a bit.” He tapped his knife thoughtfully on Bronwyn’s cheek. “Having a pretty thing like her that no one will miss sounds like a bonus to me. And the men are awful hungry. Ain’t you, boys?”
The two ruffians by the door gave a shouted affirmation.
The Baderan gave Belvedere a scornful look and continued oiling his sword.
Belvedere ran a thumb down the side of Bronwyn’s neck. “But I’m not sure I can let any of you go. “ He looked back at Tomas. “I mean, I wouldn’t want you tattling on us, now, would I? So I guess we’ll just have to tell Blackstone that you wouldn’t see the light of reason.” He looked at Bronwyn. “I’m sorry, love. You were dying to say something, weren’t you?” He took the gag out of her mouth. “There you are. Talk away, beautiful.”
Bronwyn glanced down at Tomas.
Tomas looked up at the bound girl, trying to keep his face from betraying his raging thoughts.
“Well, girl,” Belvedere said with a roguish grin. “What is it you wanted to say? Plead for your life? Protest that you’re a virgin? Beg us to have mercy?”
The men at the back of the room chuckled again.
Bronwyn took a deep breath. “You know what?” she said, her voice hoarse from the gag. “I’ve clean forgot.”
 
The manor house was dusty and dirty. Cobwebs hung from the ceilings and doorposts like shrouds for the dead. The air was thick with the smell of rotting wood and mildew.
Kendril put a gloved hand on the banister for the staircase, and brought it away covered in dirt and dust. He frowned and wiped it clean on his cloak.
Even in the darkness, even with all the disrepair and passing of time, it still felt strange to stand here again. 
Kendril glanced up, surprised at first that the chandelier wasn’t there. Of course not. It had been taken away, along with most of the furniture. The only items that still remained were draped with white cloth. Slowly rotting away like the rest of the house.
Like Kendril’s past. 
He turned, and his eyes fell on the space right before the start of the staircase. The wood there was still slightly discolored. It was almost invisible to the eye that wasn’t actively looking for it, but Kendril spotted the dark stain in an instant.
He could still see it the way it was, so many years ago. Red with a growing puddle of blood.
Kendril turned his head quickly away, his breathing shallow and rapid. 
It had been a mistake to come here again. He should have left well enough alone, kept clear of this old place. Left his memories to die in the past where they belonged. 
Despite himself, he glanced back again at the dark spot on the floor. 
She was there. Standing just inside the door that led to the library.
Kendril felt something like an electric shock run through his whole body. He couldn’t breathe, couldn’t move. He just stared.
She stared back at him. She was beautiful, and ghostly. She smiled.
Kendril couldn’t take his eyes off her. He knew she wasn’t real. She couldn’t be. But she was there all the same, the woman who had haunted his waking dreams for so long. 
She continued to look at him. Expectant, waiting.
“Celeste.” Kendril’s voice sounded raspy and dry in his own ears. He swallowed. “I’m…” He looked down at the floor again, his vision blurred with sudden tears. “I…didn’t mean—”
Celeste tilted her head. There was sadness in her eyes. Pity.
Kendril looked up at her form again, afraid that she would vanish into the darkness any second. “I’m…sorry,” he said, his voice choking. “It’s my fault.”
She looked at him, but said nothing.
Kendril stood, uncertainly, knowing that none of this could possibly be real. He had finally gone completely crazy.
And yet—
And yet he wanted her to speak. Needed her to speak.
He continued to watch her, waiting. Tears stung his eyes, clouded his vision.
“They’re coming, Kendril,” Celeste said.
He blinked, surprised. Who—?
Celeste was gone.
Kendril turned, startled and even a little frightened, but the entryway of the manor house was echoingly empty. Outside the broken back door a thick gray fog had begun to creep over the garden.
It had seemed so real. So real—
There was a movement at the back door of the mansion. A crash and then a muffled curse.
Without thinking Kendril whipped out a pistol, snapping back the lock with his thumb in one reflexive move.
“Mr. Kendril?” Marley lay sprawled on the floor by the back door. He was covered in dirt and leaves. In his hands was the old musket.
“Marley,” Kendril said, almost as if the man’s name was an oath. He felt irritated that the bumbling sailor was anywhere near this spot, as if he were defiling a holy place. “What in Zanthora are you doing here? Where—?”
“There are men, Mr. Kendril!” Marley scurried to his feet. A terrified look was on his face. “Men with guns and swords. They came to the mill. I barely got away with my skin.”
Kendril felt an icy hand grip his stomach. “How many men?”
Marley’s jaw worked for a moment. “I’m…I’m not sure. At least six. No, more than six. It was horrible, Mr. Kendril—”
“What about Tomas?” Kendril grabbed Marley by the arm and pulled him away from the door. “Did you see Tomas?”
Marley nodded, his eyes white with fear. “They…took him, Mr. Kendril. I’m so sorry. There wasn’t a thing I could do. I—”
“Keep your voice down,” Kendril snarled. He glanced back at the back door. “Were you followed?”
Marley stammered for a moment, his brain processing Kendril’s words. “I-I don’t know. I’m not sure. Maybe…”
Kendril nodded, only half-listening to the man’s ramblings. His mind felt surprisingly clear. He yanked off the sling on his bad arm, and tossed it to the floor. With a scowl of discomfort he stretched his arm out, clenching and unclenching his hand as he rolled his shoulder.
Marley looked at Kendril in surprise. “Should you be doing that, sir? Your arm isn’t—”
“It’s fine,” Kendril said shortly. He glanced down at Marley’s musket. “Is that thing loaded?”
Marley seemed taken aback by the question. “I—well, now that you mention it, Mr. Kendril, in all the confusion I didn’t really have time to—”
“Start there,” Kendril snapped. He motioned towards a doorway further down the main hall. “When you’re done get over there and cover the back door.”
Marley ran a hand through his white hair. “The back…door?”
“Do I have to draw you a picture, Marley?” Kendril pulled out his second pistol, and checked the flint. He turned a dark eye back at the sailor. “They’re coming.”
 



Chapter 18
 
The fire in the kitchen hearth had been reduced to a few glowing embers. Outside another bout of spring rain pattered gently against the windows. The branches of trees rattled and rustled as the wind tossed them about. 
Kara sat hunched over the kitchen table. A ragged blanket was thrown around her shoulders as a makeshift shawl. She shivered almost incessantly. Her hands were wrapped around a mug of water.
Joseph poked his head into the kitchen. “Kara?”
Kara looked up, her face drawn and pale. “Joseph—” She coughed, wincing at the pain, then gave a weak smile. “Hi.”
Joseph came all the way into the kitchen. “Ashes, Kara, what are you doing up this time of night? You should be getting some sleep.”
Kara turned bleary eyes on the mug between her hands. “I tried…” She lifted a trembling hand to her face and rubbed her cheek. “My chest hurts so bad. It’s hard to breathe, especially lying down.” As if to illustrate the point, she took a wheezing breath.
Joseph came over next to her and put a hand on her back. “Here, breathe for me. Nice and gentle.”
Kara took a breath. Her face screwed up with the pain.
Joseph gave a satisfied nod. “I think your lungs are clear. It’s the pain from the surgery that’s making it difficult to breathe.”
Kara nodded. She didn’t say anything.
Joseph moved over to the fire. “Here, I’ll make you some tea.”
Kara looked over at the pathfinder. “No, no, Joseph. You should go—” she gave another cough. “Go back to bed. It’s late.”
“Nonsense,” said Joseph firmly. He took some kindling and wood from the stack by the hearth. “I’ll have the fire back up in no time. You must be freezing.”
Kara huddled further under the blanket. “Yeah.”
Joseph placed the wood strategically on the dying embers, bringing the fire back to life. “Your body’s still recovering from the surgery. Give it time.”
Kara looked down at the table. “I just…I feel so helpless. I can barely walk five paces.”
Joseph blew softly on fire, coaxing the tender flames back to start devouring the wood. “I have some herbs that will help with the pain. With enough honey in the tea, you won’t even taste them.” He turned back around and eyed her with concern. “You’ve been through a lot, Kara.”
“So I’ve been told,” Kara said with a hint of bitterness. “I can’t remember much of anything past Vorten, and that was months ago.” She reached up, unconsciously pulling at her short hair. 
Joseph tossed another stick on, and glanced back at Kara. “I like it.”
Kara looked up at him in surprise. “Like what?”
“Your hair.” Joseph poured some water into the kettle, then hung it over the fire. “It looks good short.”
“I don’t think that’s what the nurses quite had in mind when they hacked it off,” Kara said with a sarcastic smile. She forced herself to put her hand back down on the table. “But it’s sweet of you to say it.”
Joseph came back over to the table, and pulled up a chair. “Truth be told, Kara, you’re beautiful regardless of how short or long your hair is.”
“That’s what I like about you, Joseph.” Kara gave a short laugh, and put a hand to her chest to catch her breath. “You have the sight of a blind man.”
Joseph frowned. “I don’t follow you.”
“Oh, come on.” Kara took a tentative sip of her water. “I’m not exactly the picture of health. I look half-dead right now. And don’t try to say I don’t—” she corrected quickly, putting up a finger as Joseph started to speak. “I’ve seen myself in a mirror.”
Joseph shrugged. “All right, guilty as charged.” His face grew more serious. “I guess I’m just happy to see you well again.”
Kara groaned. She put a hand over the bandages that covered her chest. “I wouldn’t exactly call this well.”
Joseph glanced over at the kettle. “You were in a coma for months.” He looked down at the floor. “And then…even after you woke up, you were still gone. Lost in a waking dream, babbling nonsense.” He looked up, and caught Kara’s eye. “I thought I had lost you for good.” He clasped his hands together, his voice soft in the dimly-lit kitchen. “I’ve…been in a dark place.”
Kara stretched a pale white hand across the table, and put it over Joseph’s. “I’m here now,” she said. “And I’m not going anywhere.”
Joseph looked up at her. “It’s just that I…I  never realized just how…” His voice faltered off.
Kara continued to look at him.
Joseph turned his head away. “I never realized how weak I am.”
Kara squeezed his hands. “On the contrary, Joseph. You are one of the strongest men I have ever known.”
Joseph looked away, his eyes on the kettle again. “Right. Stronger than Kendril, the Demonbane of Vorten?”
“Stronger than Kendril,” Kara said. There was no hesitation in her voice. 
The water in the kettle began to bubble.
Joseph got up from the chair. “I’ll get that tea for you.”
“I told you before, you don’t have to go to the trouble.”
Joseph grabbed a towel and lifted the kettle off the fire. “It’s my pleasure. And the herbs will help with the pain, trust me.” He grabbed a new mug from the counter and began filling it with herbs from his satchel. 
Kara looked down at the table top, her eyes dark with thought.
Joseph looked back at her, his face showing his concern. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.” Kara pulled the blanket around her. “I just—I don’t remember much from when I was in the coma. But some things have been coming back to me. Images, pictures, like flashes of a life I never lived.” She shuddered. “It’s terrible, Joseph.”
Joseph poured the boiling water into the mug, but said nothing. 
Kara looked over at him. “Some of the memories seem like they are from another time, another place. And some—”
Joseph turned.
“Some seem like they—” Kara licked her lips, as if afraid to continue. “Haven’t happened yet.”
Joseph looked at her for a long moment, then turned back to the mug of steaming tea. He stirred it. “How much honey do you want?”
Kara gave him a confused look. “Joseph? Didn’t you hear anything I just said?”
Joseph came over to the table. He put the tea down in front of Kara. He sat in the chair again, and sighed. “Yes, I heard.”
Kara lifted her eyebrows.
Joseph crossed his arms. “When you were awake, you mentioned something. It seemed like babble at the time, but—”
“Fangs in the east,” Kara said suddenly. “Shadow in the south.”
Joseph froze. A cold hand touched his heart.
“A fire rises in the west.” Kara stared straight ahead, as if she were seeing right through Joseph. “To find the key, to stop all three, seek the raven lost in the sea.”
The room was chillingly silent for a long moment.
Kara looked up at Joseph, meeting his eyes with hers. “I remember,” she said. “The words are burned in my brain. But I don’t know what they mean.”
Joseph allowed himself to breathe. “Neither do I.”
“I saw Kendril,” she said, looking up at the ceiling. “He was fighting all alone. There was fire, a town burning. An army of barbarians.”
Joseph gave an uneasy shrug of his shoulders. “Just a dream. It doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”
“We need to help him, Joseph,” Kara said. She reached across the table, and cupped Joseph’s hands in her own. “I don’t know how I know, but I do. He needs us. Otherwise he’ll die.”
Joseph looked quickly away.
“Joseph,” said Kara quietly. “Where is Kendril? Why isn’t he here?”
The pathfinder chewed his lip. He couldn’t bring himself to look Kara in the eyes again. “He…left.”
“Where? Why?”
Joseph finally looked at Kara, his face hard. “I told him to go. I didn’t care where, and I still don’t.”
Kara stared at him.
Joseph pushed back the chair and got up angrily from the table. “He shot you. He could have killed you.” He leaned against the kitchen counter with both hands. “For a long time I thought he had.”
Confusion clouded Kara’s face. “You…told him to go?
Oh, Joseph.”
“You don’t understand,” Joseph said heatedly. He turned around. “I almost lost you, Kara. I told him not to shoot.”
“What was he supposed to do, Joseph?” Kara weaved her fingers in and out of the tea mug’s handle. “Let Indigoru grow more and more powerful? Watch Vorten burn to the ground?”
Joseph leveled his gaze at her. “You’ve been in a coma. You almost died. And you don’t care that Kendril was the one who pulled the trigger?”
“Indigoru was in my brain,” Kara said, her voice low. “I saw what she was going to do, what she was planning. If I could have, Joseph, I would have pulled the trigger myself.”
Joseph gave an angry shake of his head. “I wasn’t ready to give up on you. There could have been another way, some way to get the Soulbinder off you—”
“Maybe there was.” Kara softened her voice. “But there was no way to know that at the time, was there? Kendril did what he had to do, Joseph. You have to forgive him for it.”
Joseph looked at the crackling fire. “Forgive him? Why?” He glanced back at Kara. “You know what Olan told me? He said that Kendril doesn’t care for anyone or anything. That he was just using us like pawns.” He looked back at the fire, his face a raging storm cloud. “Well, I think Olan was right. Kendril never cared about any of us. We were all just expendable commodities to him.”
Kara leaned back in her chair. “Joseph, listen to yourself. You can’t honestly believe that.”
Joseph whipped his head back around. “Can’t I? We’ve only ever followed him around, Kara. Since the Howling Woods, anyways. It’s always been about what Kendril wanted, what he needed to do.”
“That’s enough.” Kara looked up at Joseph with a sudden fire in her eyes. “You told me in Merewith that you thought Kendril had had a real vision, that you believed the Soulbinder was important. And it was, Joseph.” Kara took a breath, tugging again at her blanket. Her eyes retained their fierceness. “We’re in the middle of a Despair. The Seteru practically destroyed Vorten. Eru only knows where they will resurface again. Are you seriously telling me that you think Kendril only cares about himself? The man who had half his face burned off while closing the gate to the Void?”
Joseph opened his mouth for a moment, but shut it again without saying anything. 
Kara slumped forward on the table again. For a long moment there was only the sound of the rain on the windows and the popping and crackling of the flames in the hearth. 
Joseph sat down again across from Kara. He looked down at the table top. “I was angry,” he whispered. “Angry at Kendril for shooting you. I didn’t care about whether he should have done it or not. I was…afraid of losing you forever. And I took it out on him.”
Kara sighed. “Well, there’s some honesty.”
Joseph put his head down in his hands. “I’m sorry, Kara. I’ve been a fool.”
“It seems to me,” she said with a wheezing breath, “that I’m not the one you need to apologize to.”
Joseph looked up at her.
“We need to find him, Joseph,” Kara said.
Joseph straightened up in the chair. “Your dream, you mean?” The tiniest hint of sarcasm came through in his words.
“Yes.” Kara wrapped her fingers around the hot mug of tea. “I don’t know how I know, but Kendril’s in trouble. We have to find him, have to warn him. Or help him.”
Joseph looked away, his face clouded with hurt and anger. “You can barely walk. Now you want to go searching the world for the man who almost killed you?”
“Not the whole world,” Kara said softly. “Just one town. I saw where Kendril is.”
Joseph looked back at her in surprise. “Where?”
Kara took a sip of the tea. “A pallisaded town, with a harbor filled with logs and ships, surrounded by forest and mist. I went there once with Torin, years ago when I was still a young girl.”
Joseph took a breath. “Redemption? In Jothland?”
Kara nodded silently. The rain continued to drum against the windows. 
“That’s a long ways from here,” Joseph said. “Even if you were well, even if you could travel at all, it would take more than a week for us just to get to Santaren. Archangel would take even longer, assuming the roads are safe at all. Crossing the Strait will take days as well. You’re looking at least two weeks, even if you could somehow get a coach, or if we both rode.”
“You said we,” Kara remarked.
Joseph blinked. “What?”
“Just now you said we,” she repeated. “As if both of us were going.”
Joseph looked at her for a long moment, then reached his hand across the table and put it on top of Kara’s arm. “I almost lost you once,” he said in a low voice. “I don’t intend on leaving you again.”
“Even if that means following me to Redemption?”
Joseph gave a slow nod. “Even if.”
Kara smiled. “You know, Joseph, I think that’s one of the sweetest things you’ve ever said to me.”
The pathfinder grinned in return. “Right. Now finish that tea. You need your rest.”
Kara gave a mock salute. “Yes, sir.”
 
Large puddles covered the ground, mingling with the gravel of the road. Overhead the skies were gray, ominous with the threat of yet more spring rain. The chill in the air had lessened somewhat, but the first warm blushes of summer seemed far away. 
Joseph walked along the hedge, examining the wooden cart with a critical eye. He ran a hand down the wet wood of one side. “It looks like it will fall apart at any moment.”
Maklavir crossed his arms and gave the pathfinder an irritated look. “It’s the best I could bloody well do, given the circumstances. We’ve got precious little money as it is, and the gendarmes are hunting for us even still. I had to call in an old favor just to get this, and then swear the man up and down to silence that he ever saw me.”
Joseph crossed to the front of the cart. He glanced skeptically at the sorry nag who was tethered to the vehicle. “Kara can’t ride in this. It’s not even covered.”
Maklavir threw up his hands in surrender. “You’ll get no argument from me. I don’t think she should be riding at all. Silvanus doesn’t seem to think so, either, even though he seems eager to have us all out of his house as soon as possible.”
Joseph grunted. He patted the nag on the side of the neck, then bent down to examine the axles.
“She’s still too weak,” Maklavir continued. He took the long way around a particularly large mud puddle, making sure his cape was well out of splatter range. “You’ve seen her. If we move her she could get worse.”
“I’m fine, Maklavir.” Kara appeared suddenly at the end of the lane. She was huddled in the same ragged blanket, and walked haltingly while leaning on a wooden cane.
Maklavir and Joseph both turned, surprised.
“Kara,” said Maklavir sheepishly, “I didn’t mean—” He pulled up to his full height. “Tuldor’s beard, girl, you shouldn’t be out of bed. You’ll catch pneumonia out here.”
“I’m not an invalid, Maklavir,” Kara said sharply. She stopped at the start of the gravel road, breathing heavily and leaning on her cane. “I’ll be shooting a longbow again before you know it.”
Joseph smiled and arched an eyebrow. “You sure about that? You look like an old woman.”
Kara plucked at the blanket over her shoulders, looked down at her cane, and laughed.
Joseph and Maklavir exchanged looks. The sound of Kara laughing was something that had been absent for far too long.
“It’s perfect,” Kara said, looking at the cart. 
“Perfect?” Joseph snorted. He gave one of the wooden wheels a derisive kick. “We’ll be lucky if we get past the Vorten gendarmes. And if we do, getting over the border into Badera will be a nightmare.” He shook his head, splashing through a small puddle as he worked his way down the side of the cart. “There is a war on, you know.”
“We could go south,” Maklavir said, scratching his chin. “To Merewith.”
“That will take even longer to reach the coast,” Joseph said from behind the wagon. He stuck his head over the top again, his eyebrows furrowed in a scowl. “This whole thing is madness, if you ask me.”
“That’s what I said before,” Maklavir said icily. “How is it that no one ever listens to a word I say?”
“I’m going,” Kara said. “Even if I have to hobble the whole way to Archangel. Kendril needs us.”
“Well, he doesn’t need you for at least three more days.” Silvanus came walking down the lane, his hands stuck into the pockets of his coat. He frowned at Kara. “I told you to stay in bed, young lady.”
Kara stuck out her chin. “I felt like a walk.”
“Felt like a walk?” Silvanus repeated. “You can walk all you like back in the house. Stay out here for much longer and you’ll catch pneumonia.”
Maklavir tapped a hand to his forehead. “Seriously, I said that not two minutes ago. Does no one pay any attention to me at all?”
“Three days,” Silvanus said. He held up three fingers to further emphasize the point. “That’s how long you’ll stay in bed and under a roof, young lady.” He shook his head with a disgusted grunt. “I swear, it’s like you’re trying to get yourself killed.”
Joseph came around the cart again. “I thought you wanted us gone as soon as possible.”
“I do.” Silvanus said shortly. “But I’ll be cursed if I see this young lady die from negligence after having survived such a miraculous surgery.” He nodded back up towards the house. “Now get back inside before it starts raining.”
Kara wobbled a little, then gave a defeated nod. “I…I do feel a little dizzy.”
Maklavir stepped forward quickly, and took the woman’s arm. “Come on, Kara. I’ll help you back to the house.”
She didn’t resist. “Thank you, Maklavir.”
“Three days at least,” Silvanus repeated. “I mean it.”
“I’ll get the cart and horse around behind the house,” called Joseph. He grabbed the horse’s bridle.
“It smells like Hetty’s making us some bacon and eggs,” said Maklavir brightly. “That is if you can stomach any solid food yet, Kara.”
Silvanus shook his head stormily. “That woman of mine,” he muttered. “She’ll have them all sleeping in the master bedroom next.”
Joseph hid his smile as he pulled the horse up off the gravel path, the cart rolling along behind it.
On the flagstone path that led up to the house, Kara leaned heavily against Maklavir as the two walked slowly back towards the front door.
“All right,” she said between breaths, “I think I pushed myself a little too far.”
Maklavir caught her deftly as she started to stumble, and wrapped one strong arm around her waist to support her. “I don’t have to carry you, do I?”
Kara shook her head with a wry smile. “No. I can walk. Let’s just go slowly.”
“Well one thing certainly hasn’t changed,” Maklavir said as they moved up the path. “You’re still as stubborn as you ever were.”
“Thank you, Maklavir,” said Kara. She was trembling violently, even with the blanket around her shoulders.
They moved into the house. From the kitchen came the sound of frying grease and the smell of bacon. 
Maklavir looked longingly down the hall. “I don’t suppose you want to get something to eat?” He nodded towards the door. “An egg? Some tea?”
Kara shook her head. “I’m…pretty shot. I think maybe just bed for now.”
Maklavir tried to hide his disappointment. “All right then.”
They maneuvered down the side hall and into the bedroom. Kara half crawled and half collapsed onto the bed. 
“Blast it all,” she gasped. “I…can’t even walk out the front door without practically swooning.”
Maklavir snatched the comforter and pulled it up over the woman. “You’ve never been a swooner as long as I’ve known you, Kara.” His voice was light-hearted, but he felt a sudden pit of nervousness in his stomach.
“That’s right,” said Kara with more than a hint of drowsiness in her voice. She laid her head down on the pillow and looked up at Maklavir through heavy eyelids. 
“Can I get you some water? Tea?” Maklavir asked hopefully.
Kara gave a small shake of her head. “No. I just need to sleep, Maklavir. I’m…worn out.”
Maklavir nodded. The smell of eggs and bacon still enticed him, but he sat down on a chair next to the bed. “You’re warm enough? I can get another blanket.”
“No thanks,” Kara murmured. Her eyes were slipping shut. “Just…sleep.”
Maklavir nodded absently. He glanced over at the wall, wringing his hands together. “Kara?”
“Hmm?” Her voice sounded distant.
“Look—” Maklavir began. He scratched his goatee nervously, keeping his face turned away from the girl. “I wanted to, well to talk to you about something. Actually, less talk to you, then to…um, tell you something rather important.” He coughed nervously, rubbing his hands on his trousers. “This may not be the best time, but I think that I need to say it. You know, get it out of my system.” He paused for a moment, thinking. “We’ve…well, we’ve known each other for quite a long time, Kara, and I guess I—” Maklavir swallowed, and stared down at the floor. “Well, I’ve come to care for you. Does that make sense?”
There was no answer.
Maklavir made a face. “That—no, that didn’t make sense, did it? I’m being such a fool.” He slapped both his hands lightly against his knees. “What I’m trying to say, Kara, what it’s so hard for me to—” He stopped again, then put his face into his hands with a sigh. “I think I’ve fallen in love with you, Kara.” He cupped his hands around the bottom of his face. “As hard as that might be to believe.”
There was silence.
“I say,” Maklavir said with a bit of pique in his voice, “don’t you have anything to—” He turned towards the bed.
Kara’s eyes were closed, her head tilted off to one side on the pillow. Her breathing was slow, deep, and even. 
Maklavir smacked a thumb across his nose. “And…you’re asleep. Of course you are. Which officially makes me a complete fool.” He turned his face back to the wall with a grimace. “So I’m talking to myself. Lovely.”
“Oh, I wouldn’t say that,” came a low voice from the doorway to the bedroom.
Startled, Maklavir sat up and snapped his head around.
It was Joseph.
 



Chapter 19
 
Fog was thick on the garden and the overgrown manor lawn. It rolled in off the sea like fingers of a giant hand, creeping over the tall grass and thorn bushes.
Mkante put a hand to the damp grass, then stood back up.
“Well?” Janis said impatiently. He fingered one of the pistols tucked into his belt. “Which way?”
Mkante pointed his hand towards the back of the manor house. “There,” he said quietly. He looked at the growing patch of fog. “There are two sets of tracks.”
Hansel sneered. “Two of the blighters? No problem.” He yanked out a short barreled flintlock pistol with a strange revolving barrel set in the breech. Another was holstered at his belt. “Gives me a chance to use these.”
Mkante shook his head sadly. “You trust to your gimmicks far too much, friend.”
“Hey,” Hansel said as he checked the chamber on the pistol, “the Emperor of Merewith himself’s got a pair just like these, you know. Top of the line. Seven shots without reloading.”
“If they don’t blow up in your hand, little brother,” Janis said sourly. He pulled out one of his own long-barreled wheelock pistols. He glanced at the dark opening of the manor’s back door. “They inside?”
Mkante plucked one of the long grass blades and stuck it in his mouth. “That is where the tracks lead.”
“Good,” Janis said. “This’ll be easy.” He smacked Hansel on the shoulder. “I’ll go first. Hansel, you cover me. Mkante, watch the back and make sure no one sneaks out.” He wound up the mechanism on his pistol, then primed the firing pan with a touch of gunpowder. “Let’s not take too long. I want a piece of that pretty thing back at the mill before Belvedere offs her.”
Mkante chewed on the blade of grass, but said nothing. 
Janis lowered his pistol and stepped forward.
 
“I don’t understand, Mr. Kendril.” Marley held the musket in his hands as though it were a poisonous snake. “You’re making a fire?”
Kendril shattered another door off a toppled cabinet, then threw it into the fireplace. He reached for some flint and tinder. “Yes. Now keep watch on that blasted door.”
Marley rubbed his nose, then turned back to face the back door of the manor house.
Kendril leaned down and lit the wood. 
After a few seconds a soft curl of flame appeared.
Marley risked a glanced back over his shoulder. “That wood’s wet and old, sir. It won’t do much more than make a lot of smoke, it won’t.”
Kendril grunted with satisfaction, then threw another damp board on the growing fire.
“Begging your pardon, sir,” Marley said hesitantly, “but you’ve got the flue closed.”
“I know, Marley,” Kendril snapped. He whipped out a handkerchief and wrapped it around his face. “Better cover yours, too. Going to get smoky in here fast.” He glanced down at the smoke that was puttering out of the fireplace. “Well, maybe gradually.”
Marley put down his old musket and searched his pockets frantically. “But why—?”
“Get out into the main hall, by the dining room. When you see someone come inside, fire and retreat back in here.” Kendril jerked a thumb back towards the door of the massive drawing room they were in.
Marley finished tying the handkerchief around his face, and nodded soberly. “Aye, sir. Old Marley will watch your back.” He grabbed the musket up and disappeared out the doorway.
Kendril gave a heavy sigh and moved quickly down the length of the drawing room. It looked ominous and huge now with most of the furniture missing. 
The first floor of the manor consisted of the wide drawing room, an enormous library with dust-covered alcoves, the dining room that was now missing its table and chairs, and the various servant quarters in the east wing. The massive staircase that led to the other two floors was centrally located in a wide hall between the other rooms. Standing at the bottom one could see up to the very top floor of the house.
Kendril reached the far end of the drawing room. There was a pile of miscellaneous items stacked here. Old boards, a worn-out saddle, faded folded carpets…and a large coil of gray rope.
Kendril snatched up the rope, frowning as he ran it through his hands. It looked long enough, but it was also old, very old. He just hoped it wasn’t too old. 
The smoke from the fireplace was beginning to choke the front half of the drawing room, covering it in a bluish-gray haze. 
Kendril allowed himself a grim smile. He looped the rope over his arm, then headed back for the stairs.
 
Janis swore as he beat away a sticker-covered vine. He pushed his way through the grass, his trousers already wet up to his knees from the long grass.
Hansel followed behind him, one of the revolving-chamber pistols in each of his hands. 
Mkante followed last, flitting through the undergrowth like a red shadow and making as much noise as a cat. The blade of grass was still in his mouth.
Janis emerged from the overgrown garden, and looked hard at the kicked-in door of the manor. He waved behind him to the other two men.
Hansel grinned, and moved into the clear space beside his brother. 
Janis readied his pistol, then started forward. 
A sudden dark hand caught his arm.
Surprised, Janis glanced back at Mkante.
The southlander released Janis’ arm. “Do you smell that?”
Janis frowned. “Smell what?”
Mkante looked at the manor house. “Smoke.”
 
Marley wiped tears away from his eyes. The smoke was beginning to pile up quickly from Kendril’s fire, and it was crawling out into the main hall with surprising rapidity. 
He glanced upwards, but could see nothing in the dark shadows of the stairway above him. Kendril had disappeared up there just a few minutes ago. Marley didn’t know where he was going or what he intended to do.
His throat itched, but Marley determined not to cough. He leaned against the doorframe of the dining room, trying to ignore the blackness of the yawning room behind him and all the ghosts that this house no doubt contained. He instead kept his musket pointed down the passage towards the back door.
The smoke was already blocking the view, however, and making it hard to see.
Marley only hoped that Kendril knew what the blazes he was doing.
 
Janis moved up to the door, his pistol down and ready to fire. He kept his shoulder facing the opening, giving only a side profile. Each soft footfall he made was deliberate and almost silent on the wet grass. 
Behind him came Hansel. Mkante was out of sight.
Janis stepped up to the threshold of the door. His nose twitched at the smell of smoke. Mkante had been right. Was this guy trying to burn the whole house down?
Swiftly and silently, Janis moved into the manor itself. He dodged off to one side of the doorway almost immediately.
A thunderous bang and flash came from further down the corridor. 
A dirty window next to the broken back door shattered outwards, spraying pieces of glass all over the tangled lawn.
Janis smiled. “Got you,” he said under his breath. He swung his pistol down and charged down the corridor.
 
Marley lowered his musket with shaking hands.
Had he hit? Had he missed? He couldn’t tell, not with the darkness, the brooding cloud of gun smoke from his own weapon, and the white smoke that was drifting out of the drawing room.
Then he heard it. Fast steps, moving down the length of the hall right towards him.
Missed. Definitely missed.
Panic gripped Marley’s heart. He remembered what Kendril had said. Run to the drawing room, run to the drawing room, run—
Marley got up and ran.
 
Janis came down the corridor just in time to see the shadowy shape of a man disappear through the smoky haze to the left. 
Janis cursed, emerging out into a broader hall. A stairway rose to his right. The smoke in here was enough to sting the eyes and burn the throat, and it wasn’t all the smoke from the shot, either. Mkante had been right…there was a fire in here somewhere. 
He swung to the left, keeping close to the wall and keeping his pistol at the ready. He didn’t bother shooting. The effective range of a blackpowder pistol was disturbingly short, and Janis had come to realize over time that the best way to hit with a firearm was to be right on top of a man before discharging it. A good, clean head shot about three paces or less was what he wanted, something to bring this coward down. 
Janis moved quickly along the wall, passing under the railed landing a floor above him. He neared the doorway of the drawing room, and lowered his pistol with a smile. 
His foot suddenly crunched on something sharp and brittle. Surprised, he looked down.
Glass. There was broken glass here on the floor, like someone had broken a bottl—
Before Janis’ mind could connect what was happening, a shape appeared out of nowhere to his right and slammed into him.
 
As soon as Kendril heard the crunch of glass below, he leapt over the banister. 
Trying to judge the distance from the railing to the floor of the house in the dark would have been difficult at best. But Kendril had been in the manor house so many times before that he could have done it blindfolded. 
That, and when he had been a child he had pulled this trick more than once. Of course, that had been about one hundred-twenty pounds and two decades ago.
His only fear was that the old and rotted banister would not hold his weight. He had looped the end of the rope in and out of the slats in the railing in an attempt to secure it as well as he could, but there was no way to tell for sure until he tested it.
So it was with a sense of severe trepidation that Kendril felt the rope jolt and catch in his gloved hands. 
He twisted in space, swinging down and under the overhanging landing.  His pushed his booted feet out in front of him like a battering ram.
It was too dark to see if the man that Kendril crashed into was surprised or not. But Kendril liked to think that he was.
With the speed of the swinging rope propelling him, Kendril punched into the mercenary with both feet and banged him against the solid wall of the hall.
Janis crashed to the ground. His pistol went scattering to one side. 
Kendril released the rope and landed practically on top of the man. He slammed his fist hard against Janis’ face, cracking the poor man’s head against the wall again. Then Kendril rolled off to one side, through the pall of smoke that was fast settling over the floor of the main hall. 
Another mercenary whirled around the corner, an odd-looking pistol in each hand.
Kendril tumbled to his feet by the main corridor that led to the library. He lifted a loaded flintlock pistol in each hand. 
Then the world exploded in gunfire.
 
Belvedere threw the ropes to one side, then grabbed Bronwyn by the arm and threw her onto the floor.
She landed in a heap, right next to Tomas.
The two mercenaries by the door gave satisfied snickers. The Baderan knight kept oiling his sword indifferently.
“So what’s it to be, gorgeous?” Belvedere leaned down, a cruel smile on his face. The knife in his hand flashed in the lamplight. “Shall I kill the Ghostwalker here first, or make him watch?”
Tomas glanced over at the dark-haired woman. His hands were still tied behind his back.
Bronwyn licked her lips. “Wait for it,” she said.
Belvedere gave a bemused look. “Wait for what?”
Bronwyn tossed back her head. “Any second now.”
The Colonel growled. He brought the huge knife close to Bronwyn’s face. “You trying to pay mind games with me, little minx? You’re not—”
The distant sound of a gunshot cracked out.
Belvedere lifted his head and gave a satisfied grin. “There, now. Looks like my boys have bagged the second man.”
Bronwyn giggled.
Belvedere looked at her sharply.
The witch shook her head with a smile. “You really are completely clueless, aren’t you?”
Belvedere opened his mouth to respond.
A flurry of gunshots echoed out in the night, distant and muted. They were so close together that they sounded like a string of pops.
The Baderan put his sword down and lifted his head with a frown. 
The two mercenaries by the door sobered up quickly. One moved to the window to look out.
Belvedere glanced up, the slightest look of concern on his face.
“There he is,” sighed Bronwyn. “Isn’t he incredible?”
Belvedere looked down at her. “Who?”
Bronwyn gave an innocent look. “Why, Kendril, of course.”
“Bronwyn,” Tomas hissed.
The Colonel looked down at Tomas for a moment. “Whoever he is, he’s dead,” he said flatly.
Another spurt of gunfire sounded.
“You really are stupid,” said Bronwyn lightly. “He’s going to come and kill all of you. Just wait.”
“Shut up,” Belvedere snarled. He gestured with his knife to the mercenaries at the door. “Thorn, Warwick, get outside and secure the perimeter.”
The two men stared at the Colonel for a moment.
“Now,” Belvedere snapped.
Reluctantly, the two men disappeared out the front door.
Two more shots sounded off.
The Baderan knight rose to his feet, lifting his greatsword. The blade shone like fire in the lamplight.
Colonel Belvedere sheathed his knife. He reached for a flintlock musket that was leaning against a stack of crates. “There are eight of us,” he said.
“Trust me,” said Bronwyn with a sweet smile. “That won’t be enough.”
 
Kendril ran, crouched down low. 
Another opening to the drawing room yawned to his left, the one further down the front hallway.
He flung himself towards the dark opening.
Behind him came two sharp bangs.
Two pistol balls slapped into the doorframe, gouging out large chunks of wood and plaster. 
Kendril hit the floor of the drawing room with his shoulder. He rolled through the smoke and scrambled behind a pile of empty barrels stacked near the western wall. 
There was a snickering laugh from the main corridor. “What’s wrong, Ghostwalker? Weren’t expecting this, were you?”
Kendril ducked further behind one of the barrels, struggling not to cough in the smoke-filled room. He holstered one of his spent pistols, then began reloading the second one.
“We call this a wunderwaffe back in Merewith,” came the mercenary’s voice again. “It costs a fortune, but it sure is useful. Wouldn’t you agree?”
Two shots blasted through the northern wall of the room, one after the other.
Kendril winced as the pistol balls whined over his head. They tore into the opposite wall.
“There’s plenty more shots where those came from,” came the echoing voice again.
Kendril gritted his teeth. Truth be told, he hadn’t been expecting this kind of weapon. And he desperately wished he had one of his own.
Kendril scurried out from behind the barrels and rolled behind an old covered couch. The smoke in the room was thick and hazy. Despite the handkerchief over his face and his desperate attempts not to, Kendril’s burning throat exploded in a short cough.
“I hear you,” Hansel said merrily.
Kendril sprawled out flat behind the couch. He glanced cautiously around the edge.
Hansel swung around the second doorway into the drawing room, both pistols in his hand. Smoke drifted from the barrels and breeches of both weapons.
Kendril bit his lip and pulled his head back. He continued to walk through the painfully slow steps of reloading his pistol. 
“I know you’re in here,” Hansel said.
Kendril did his best to stay silent. The soft clinking of the pistol’s ramrod made him wince as he loaded.
A pistol blast sounded, rolling off the walls of the drawing room like thunder. 
Kendril snapped back the lock on his pistol.
Another shot sounded. 
A fist-sized hole in the back of the couch exploded in a blizzard of wood and fabric. 
Kendril instinctively ducked his head down almost to the floorboards. He tried to ignore the aching pain in his right arm. 
“What’s the matter?” Hansel taunted. “Afraid to show yourself, Ghostwalker?”
“How about me, you preening peacock?” came a shout from further down the room.
Kendril turned his head in surprise.
Marley was leaning over a pile of empty crates at the far end of the room, musket in hand. The barrel was shaking as he steadied it.
A second later the weapon kicked and roared.
There was a second of silence. Kendril primed the pan of his pistol with a pinch of gunpowder. He hoped beyond reason that maybe, just maybe Marley had managed to—
“Is that the best you got, old man?” came Hansel’s voice.
Kendril scowled. Apparently not.
“Here,” said Hansel. “Let me show you how it’s done.”
Marley’s musket clattered to the floor. The old sailor dove behind the flimsy crates next to the smoking fireplace.
Hansel laughed. “Are you hiding now?” The floorboards creaked as he walked towards Marley’s hiding place. “You think those crates will actually—?”
Kendril stood and aimed his pistol with deliberate calmness at the mercenary’s head. “You talk too much,” he said quietly.
Hansel snapped his head around. He swung both his pistols toward Kendril.
Kendril fired.
The bullet caught the mercenary directly in the forehead. With a heavy thump his body crashed against the wall and slumped lifelessly to the ground.
Kendril came out from behind the couch, letting out a torrent of coughs he had been holding in. The whole room was in a dreary cloud of smoke that burned and itched with each breath. He found himself limping as he walked. The scything pain in his knee was back, the same one that he’d twisted on the breakwater in New Marlin. He must have wrenched it again during the shoot-out. 
Marley came out from behind the crates and ran over to him. “Are you all right, Mr. Kendril?”
“Fine.” Kendril glanced down at the body of the mercenary, satisfied that he was dead. “Where’s Simon?”
Marley stopped, confused. “The mule, sir?”
Kendril instinctively began reloading his pistol again. “Yes, the mule. He’s got the packs with the weapons. My rifle, the whale gun. Where is he?”
“Well,” said Marley with a thought, “I left him in the woods on this side of the river, just out of sight of the mill. He was chewing on some clover when last I saw him.”
Kendril gave a short nod. “That sounds like Simon.” He looked up at Marley. “All right, listen up. I need you to—”
Marley shoved Kendril hard and without warning. 
Surprised, Kendril tripped backwards and fell against the wall. 
Something passed in a blur of motion, a long thin object that whistled through the air.
Marley flew back. He slammed against the wall by the fireplace.
Kendril only had a moment to register the scene.
Marley was gasping and scrabbling, pulling at a long spear that was protruding from his chest. It had gone all the way through him and was pinning the poor man to the wall. 
Kendril spun around.
He was just in time to see a dark man in red vanish through the blanket of smoke, disappearing like a shadow into the hallway.
Kendril glanced back at Marley. “Hold on,” he said, trying not to look at the thin puddle of blood that was already forming on the floor under the sailor’s feet. “Hold on, Marls.”
Marley choked. Blood dribbled from his mouth.
Kendril dashed for the other doorway, intending to cut the third mercenary off. He holstered his pistol, and drew a sword.
The hallway was dark and silent. 
Confused, Kendril turned, glancing down the corridor towards the central staircase and main hall. 
The library? The dining room? Upstairs? Where had the last man gone?
Kendril drew his second sword. He made his way into the main hall, glancing carefully up the stairs. The rope he had swung down on still swayed gently. The first mercenary lay, either unconscious or dead, against the wall where he had fallen.
Behind him Kendril could hear the sounds of Marley dying. He tried to block it out. There was nothing he could do for the man. Not while the third mercenary was unaccounted for. 
He turned abruptly, looking down the corridor toward the library. Nothing.
Kendril whirled on his heel again, feeling the sudden sense that there was someone behind him. Through the pall of smoke he couldn’t see anything.
It was like hunting a ghost. Even the smokescreen that Kendril had created was now working against him.
The softest creak of wood squeaked somewhere nearby.
Kendril turned again, both swords at the ready. Beneath his handkerchief he could feel sweat on his neck and face. He cleared his throat as quietly as he could, trying with all his might not to cough.
There was another quiet creak. Above him? From the dining room?
Kendril spun, sending a swirl of smoke dancing through the air. He looked up quickly, but saw nothing past the railing. 
He didn’t have time for this. Marley was bleeding out in the next room. 
A rustle of cloth. Soft, like the flittering of a bird’s wings.
Kendril moved towards the dining room, glancing down the corridor towards the back door as he went.
A hard thump sounded on the floor directly behind Kendril. He turned.
Too late.
Mkante was there, legs bent slightly after falling from the landing above. A sword with a forward-bent blade was in his hand. He swung it viciously at Kendril.
Kendril tried to bring up his own sword to block the blow. It was a sloppy move, hurried and unskillful. And slow.
Mkante's sword raked across Kendril’s arm, tearing over his shoulder and slicing down onto his upper chest.
Kendril staggered back. Pain flamed across his shoulder. A warm patch of blood began spreading down his arm. More blood began to pepper through his shirt were the blade had cut into his chest.
Mkante danced out of the way, weaving a path through the hanging smoke like a poisonous snake entrancing its prey.
Kendril bit back a grunt from the pain. He tried to steady his leg behind him so that he could spring forward in an attack. Instead, he turned his leg the wrong direction, accidentally putting all his weight on his bad knee. At the worst possible angle.
The pain was too much, too blinding.
Kendril’s leg gave out from underneath him.
He crashed awkwardly to the floor, dropping one of his swords and grabbing his twisted knee. Blood gushed faster from his shoulder, dripping off his hand down onto the floor. Half-choking in the smoke, Kendril scanned the room with watering eyes.
The dark-skinned mercenary had disappeared again.
Kendril tried to stand. His knee wouldn’t cooperate. He reached for his fallen sword. There was blood already on his wrist from his shoulder wound.
Mkante re-materialized out of the smoke. Somehow, impossibly, he had gotten behind Kendril, between him and the drawing room.
Kendril slapped the smoke-covered floor for the lost sword. 
Mkante fixed Kendril with a steady gaze. Then he bent back his arm and hurled his sword.
 



Chapter 20
 
Kendril raised his sword to block the incoming, spinning blade. It was a feeble attempt, and he had only half a grip on his weapon as he did it.
A clang of metal against metal filled the room as the spinning blade plowed into Kendril’s raised short sword.
Both weapons went spinning off across the floor. They skittered off into the darkness.
“This is how a warrior fights,” Mkante said. His voice was thick with the accent of the far south. “Not with weapons of smoke and fire, but face to face. With honor.”
Kendril reached for his belt, but realized in a sickening flash that his second pistol was still unloaded.
Mkante reached down and lifted Kendril’s own short sword, the weapon he had dropped when he had fallen. The southlander weighed it appreciatively in his hand. “A good blade,” he said. “It has served you well, no doubt.”
There were no more sounds coming from Marley in the drawing room.
Kendril pushed himself backwards with his hands. His knee still pulsed with pain. His left hand left a smear of blood on the floor as he moved. He reached backwards on the floor desperately with one hand, trying to find the handle of one of the other swords.
He already knew that they were too far away.
Mkante stepped forward. His face looked almost sad. “I give you an honorable death.” He raised Kendril’s short sword. “Make peace with your god, warrior.”
Kendril’s hand closed on something on the floor behind him. Despite the sharp pains that stabbed through his body, he managed a grim smile. “You first,” he said.
Mkante cocked his head. The sword in his hand hesitated for a split second.
Kendril raised Janis’ wheelock pistol off the floor and fired.
 
“Send me after them.” The Baderan knight hefted his long blade. “They may need help.”
Colonel Belvedere shook his head. “No, Duval. I need you here.” He moved to the window facing the covered bridge outside, and peered out. “Those boys know what they’re doing.”
Bronwyn suddenly leapt to her feet and grabbed at Belvedere from behind. “Protect me! Great Eru please protect me, he’ll kill us all—”
Startled, Belvedere whirled and slapped Bronwyn hard across the face. “Get off me, woman!”
Bronwyn collapsed back to the floor in a weeping mess, one hand pressed to her face. Blood trickled from the corner of her mouth.
Tomas stared over at the woman, his face dark with confusion.
Belvedere turned back to the window. “Your man’s already dead,” he said with a little too much confidence. “And even if by some miracle he’s not, he’d be a fool to come at us in here.”
“I know,” said Bronwyn. Her tears were suddenly gone. A sly smile spread across her face. “Isn’t he just absolutely marvelous?”
 
Marley’s face was as white as sheet paper, drained of almost all blood. 
Kendril came up to him, a sick feeling in his stomach. He reached to touch the spear that was sticking out of Marley’s chest, then pulled his hand back.
It was already too late.
“Mr. Kendril….?” Marley gasped. His words choked out of his mouth.
Kendril looked down at the pool of blood that was spreading slowly across the floor. Another stain for this old manor. “Marley, I—” He stopped. What should he say? What could he say?
Marley tried to breathe. His breath was tattered, as if his lungs could barely hold air.
Kendril looked up at him. Then he saw her.
She was standing there, silently in the doorway of the drawing room. Waiting, watching. Her eyes were fixed on Kendril. Not in blame, but filled with sadness. And pity.
Kendril looked at Marley, trying to ignore the apparition in the room. “I’m…sorry,” he managed at last. “It’s my fault, Marley. I should never have brought you here from New Marlin. I—” His words stopped cold. 
Marley lifted a trembling hand. He put it on Kendril’s arm. 
Kendril glanced at the doorway. He saw both Marley and the ghostly shape of Celeste. “Please…forgive me,” he said to both of them.
Marley managed to smile. He squeezed Kendril’s arm once.
Then his hand fell down.
“Marley?” Kendril glanced at the sailor’s sightless eyes, and knew he didn’t have to ask again. He turned towards the doorway. 
Celeste was there, smiling at him. “I forgive you, Kendril,” she said. “I always have.”
And then, as suddenly as if a candle had been snuffed out, Kendril was alone.
He leaned on his good leg, wiping an arm across his wet face. 
Two stains on the floor. Two deaths on his conscience.
He was cursed. 
He looked up at Marley’s face.
The sailor looked almost peaceful in death. 
“Goodbye, Marls,” Kendril said.
He turned and limped towards the door.
 
“Shooting’s stopped.” Thorn lifted his crossbow and scanned the dark hill that led up to the manor. He glanced down to where Warwick was standing at the other end of the covered bridge. “Sounds like they got the blighter.”
“You think it was really him? This Kendril bloke we’re after?” Warwick kept his own crossbow at the ready, peering around the side of the bridge down towards the tumbling stream. 
“Don’t know.” Thorn spat on the ground. “How many of these Ghostwalkers could there be, anyways?”
“We just better get out fair turn with the woman,” Warwick grumbled. “The Colonel might be trying to shut us out in the cold.”
“Shut your trap,” Thorn shot back. “He hears you talking like that, and we’re both going to regret it.”
Warwick didn’t answer. He glanced back up towards the dark shape of the Ravenbrook manor. “Thorn?”
“Yeah?”
“Shouldn’t the other guys have come back by now?”
Thorn turned his own eyes towards the hillside, straining to see in the darkness. He chewed his lip thoughtfully, cradling his crossbow in the crook of his arm. 
“Well, shouldn’t they?”
“Just keep your eyes peeled,” Thorn replied. He tightened his hand on the crossbow. “They’ll be coming back any second now.”
 
“Didn’t you hear the shooting?” Kendril staggered out from behind the tree, his leg dragging a little behind him as he walked. “I could have been killed in there.”
Simon lifted his head and whined. He flattened his ears back.
“Don’t give me that,” Kendril said. “You’re a coward, plain and simple. Where were you five minutes ago?”
The mule gave a soft bray of protest.
Kendril shook his head in disgust. “Never mind. Now hold still.” He came up next to the animal, and reached for the packs on his back. 
Simon’s nostrils flared. He sniffed loudly and pulled his head back with a snort. 
“It’s just blood.” Kendril touched the handkerchief that he had tied tightly around his upper arm. “And I’m fine, thanks for asking.”
The mule whined plaintively.
Kendril paused, his hand on the stock of his flintlock rifle. “He’s…not coming,” he said finally.
Simon lowered his head. 
“Well, you can grieve later,” Kendril said as he pulled out the rifle. He glanced at the black barrel of the whale gun that poked out from under a blanket. “I thought you didn’t like him, anyways.”
Simon looked up at Kendril. He snorted again.
Kendril checked the lock on the rifle, then slung it over his shoulder. He turned to face the mule, then took a big breath. “Simon….”
The mule raised his head slightly.
Kendril patted the animal on the side of his neck. “Look, buddy, I need your help. I’ve got at least three mercenaries holed up in that mill, probably more.”
Simon gave his head a shake.
“Don’t be silly,” Kendril said sharply. “They’ve got Tomas and Bronwyn. Of course I’m going after them.”
The mule stared straight at the Ghostwalker. 
“Don’t give me that,” Kendril said with a raised finger. “If I want your opinion on a tactical situation, I’ll ask you for it.”
Simon whined softly.
“That’s not fair. That coach robbery in Shawnor was a long time ago,” Kendril said. He pulled out the whale gun and fished around in the pack for one of the iron darts. “So quit bringing it up.” He swung his head towards the mule. “Now are you going to help me or not?”
Simon pawed the ground with a hoof. He pushed his nose into Kendril’s chest.
“You can’t be serious.” Kendril checked the lock on the whale gun. “You want me to pay you? Are you turning mercenary too?”
Simon showed his teeth and tossed his head from side to side.
“Fine.” Kendril shouldered the whale gun. “But if you get sick after drinking that much beer, you’d better not blame me.”
The beast lowered his head.
Kendril moved around the tree, and looked down at the half-obscured shape of the mill. “All right,” he said softly, “let’s do this, boy.”
 
“Something’s wrong.” Thorn held the crossbow in a position to fire. He was fully alert now, standing half in the shadow of the covered bridge’s entrance. What little moonlight there was glowed off the fog that wove in and out of the nearby trees.
“The Ghostwalker couldn’t have gotten all of them.” Warwick kept his voice in strained whisper. He looked nervously back down the stream. “Not Mkante.”
Thorn frowned. It was too hard to see in the dark. Not enough moonlight. “Maybe we should—”
A loud crashing came from the undergrowth to the right.
Thorn turned instantly, bringing his crossbow up to his shoulder. 
Warwick ducked behind the bridge’s side, aiming his own crossbow out of one of the wide openings. 
Another series of blistering crashes came from the bushes. Branches snapped and broke.  Something big was moving through the undergrowth. And fast.
“Move,” Thorn ordered. He waved Warwick off to the side. “He’ll come out over there.” He stepped out into the path, tracking the sounds with his crossbow.
“Is it the Ghostwalker?” Warwick tracked his own crossbow. “Is it him?”
“Shut up,” Thorn snarled. He sighted along his weapon.
A mule, laden with heavy packs on his back, came crashing out into the open by the stream. He turned his head and brayed loudly at the two mercenaries.
Thorn lowered his crossbow with an angry grunt. “Talin’s ashes, it’s just a stupid—”
His head vanished in an explosion of red matter. The same instant a rifle shot sounded clear and hard over the sound of the roaring stream.
 
Colonel Belvedere looked up at the sound of the gunshot. He frowned. “What was that? It wasn’t Gregor.”
Bronwyn cowered in the corner next to Tomas. She kept one hand pressed to her red cheek, the other one tucked behind her. “Silly man.” She leaned forward conspiratorially. “It’s him.”
Belvedere’s face blanched. He turned and motioned to Duval. 
The Baderan knight knelt and extinguished the lamp in the room. Everything plunged into a murky darkness.
Belvedere moved back to the window. “Keep your eyes open,” he hissed to Duval. “And watch the door.”
“He’s coming,” came Bronwyn’s sing-song voice in the darkness of the rom.
 
Gregor shifted his position, moving his rifle barrel along the edge of the window sill. He had seen a brief flash somewhere up the hill to the right, but it had just been for a moment. 
One of the mercenaries was down, his head blown clean off. From here Gregor couldn’t tell if it was Thorn or Warwick. Not that it really mattered much to him. 
This Ghostwalker, though. He was a sharpshooter, using a well-made hunting rifle. No smoothbore musket could make a shot like that, in the dark and at that kind of distance. 
Gregor breathed evenly, keeping the barrel of his long rifle well inside the window. He had the advantage, now. He just needed to keep out of sight and wait for this Ghostwalker to show himself.
All Gregor needed was one clean view. Just one good shot.
 
The mule brayed again, then began to trot away down the bank of the stream.
Warwick ignored the animal. He ducked down low against the side of the bridge, looking around frantically for the source of the shot that had killed Thorn.
Whoever this man was, he was as good a shot as Gregor. Maybe better. 
Warwick began edging back towards edge of the bridge. He did his best to keep his eyes off the remains of Thorn’s body. He took a breath, and readied his crossbow. All he needed was a target. Any target at all. 
His hands were trembling. Warwick forced them to stop. He had seen battle before, had fought in wars since he was a youth. Death was nothing new to him. That man out in the dark was just a man. He could bleed just like any other man. 
Warwick moved to the edge of the bridge. He sighted along the crossbow, covering the path that ran away from the bridge and up the hill. Sooner or later, this Ghostwalker or whoever it was would have to show himself. 
Warwick kept the crossbow ready to fire. He took a step forward.
A click sounded to his left. 
“Hi there,” a voice whispered.
Carefully, Warwick turned his head to one side.
Pressed against the outer side of the covered bridge, and standing half in the freezing cold water of the stream, was the Ghostwalker. His face was covered with a black hood, and a black cloak was draped over his almost invisible form. He held a pistol that was aimed directly at Warwick’s head.
“Drop it,” the Ghostwalker said.
Warwick dropped his crossbow. It occurred to him in a sickening moment that Gregor couldn’t see either of them from where he was watching from the second floor of the mill.
The Ghostwalker waved the gun. “Now move.”
 
Gregor swung the barrel of his rifle around. 
He couldn’t see anyone anymore. Just that stupid mule that was trotting along the edge of the stream, and the mercenary’s headless body at the far end of the bridge.
Gregor shifted, pulling up his rifle and moving towards the next window. He nestled down and peered into the dark terrain in front of him.
With the low moonlight and the creeping fog, it was a challenge to see anything at all. It was a miracle that—
Someone moved, emerging cautiously from the near end of the covered bridge.
Gregor trained his rifle on the figure.
A man, dressed in a black hooded cloak. A Ghostwalker. He began running towards the mill. 
Gregor tracked his movement with the long rifle, exhaled, and fired.
 
The rifle shot cracked out into the night air, loud and piercing.
Duval glanced over across the darkened mill room at Belvedere.
 “I got him!” came Gregor’s voice from through the ceiling. “Another Ghostwalker. He’s down.”
Tomas closed his eyes and hung his head.
Belvedere grinned. “Problem solved.” He gestured to Duval. “Go out and check it out.” He looked down at Tomas and Bronwyn. “I’ll watch these two.”
Duval nodded and head towards the door.
 
Gregor pulled back from the window, and began the process of reloading his rifle. It would take at least two minutes, and Gregor liked to make sure he was ready for any contingency. His alert eyes continued scanning the scenery outside. 
The Ghostwalker lay on the path, unmoving. A dark patch of blood was already seeping into the ground underneath him.
The sniper smiled as he bit off the end of his rifle cartridge.
Easier than popping a jack rabbit.
 
Duval moved outside, his sword clutched tightly in one hand. The chinks in his mail clinked as he moved.
The Ghostwalker lay face down in the dirt.
Duval walked up to him and kicked his foot underneath the body, the flipped it over.
The smile on the Baderan knight’s face vanished. 
Even in the thick darkness, he could recognize the features of the face.
It was Warwick.
Duval looked up with a start. He gripped his sword with both hands.
A man emerged from the shadows of the bridge. The Ghostwalker. The real Ghostwalker.
With a shout, Duval lowered his head and charged.
Without pausing his step, the Ghostwalker lifted a pistol and fired.
 
Gregor hesitated for a moment in the middle of his reloading process, staring wide-eyed out the window. 
There was a spark and flash from Duval’s breastplate as the pistol ball hit him. He tumbled back to the ground. 
The Ghostwalker kept striding forward. He tossed the spent pistol to the ground and reached for something slung around his shoulder. 
Gregor ducked below the window, using the sill as cover. He kept reloading the rifle, going through each motion with deliberate swiftness. 
The Ghostwalker slung out some kind of short-barreled musket. As Gregor watched the man clicked back the lock on his weapon. 
With a musket at this range, Gregor had little to worry about. Even if the Ghostwalker could shoot accurately at this distance, the thick wood of the mill’s wall was more than enough to—
There was a flash and a thundering boom like a small cannon going off.
The iron dart of the whale gun whistled through the air and punched a hole the size of a pumpkin just below the mill’s second story window. 
Before Gregor even knew what was happening, the projectile had slammed into his chest.
He was dead before he hit the opposite side of the room.
 
“What in the Void—?” Belvedere roared.
A crash came from upstairs, a sound like boards pattering onto the floor and a heavy object thudding into into something solid. 
Bronwyn smiled. “I told you,” she said teasingly. 
Tomas grunted and tried to get to his feet, his arms still tied behind his back. 
Belvedere noticed and dashed up to him. “Stay down!” He slammed the butt of his musket across Tomas’ face. 
Tomas collapsed back to the ground, practically landing on top of Bronwyn.
Belvedere turned back towards the open door of the mill. 
 
The cloud of smoke from the whale gun was enormous. It hung in the air in a tattered black cloud. 
Kendril dropped the weapon, gasping with pain. The recoil had been greater than he had anticipated. He was fairly certain the wound on his arm had started bleeding again. His right arm had gone almost numb from the shot.
With a groan the Baderan clad in armor climbed back to his feet. He shook his head, then lifted his sword. His armor was dented where the pistol shot had hit him. 
Kendril reached for his short swords.
“You’ll have to do better than that, Ghostwalker,” the Baderan growled. He launched forward.
Kendril took a step back, careful not to put weight on his bad knee. He had tied a piece of cloth tightly around it as a makeshift brace, but it wasn’t helping as much as he had hoped. 
The Baderan roared like a bear. He swung his gigantic sword at Kendril’s head.
Kendril dodged to one side, pivoting on his good leg.
The greatsword passed through the air in front of his face and gouged into the dirt of the road.
Kendril swiped quickly with one of his swords. The blade deflected off the Baderan’s armor.
With a cruel grin the Baderan swept his mighty sword upwards.
Kendril tried to block with his other short sword. The force of the blow was so powerful that he was knocked back several steps, right to the edge of the roaring stream. He barely managed to hold onto his weapon. His sword arm ached all the way up to the shoulder.
The Baderan swung the greatsword in a great windmill over his head and charged Kendril again.
Kendril tried to ignore his freshly bleeding arm and throbbing knee. He planted his feet and prepared to take the impact.
The Baderan screamed in a kind of furious rage. He chopped his sword down with a force that would have broken an anvil in two.
At the last possible instant, Kendril darted off to one side. He rolled off into the tall grass along the edge of the bank.
The Baderan sliced his sword down through empty space. He frantically tried to curtail his forward movement, but the force of momentum and gravity were too great. He stumbled over the edge of the bank and into the foaming stream below with a might crash of water.
Kendril limped to the edge of the bank and glanced over the side.
The Baderan was bobbing in the deep water, already being pushed quickly downstream by the mighty current. The next moment, his head vanished under the white-capped flow.
The one downside to fifty pounds of armor.
Kendril turned back around.
A mercenary in buckskin with a slouched hat stood outside the door of the mill. He held a loaded flintlock musket, leveled right at Kendril. The smallest hint of a smile was on his face. “Mr. Kendril, I presume?”
Their eyes locked for a moment. 
Kendril broke to his left.
Colonel Belvedere fired.
A blow like the kick of a horse struck Kendril on his right side. He spun from the hit and slammed back into the ground. A fiery stab of pain shot all the way through his right hip. His head was just a foot or two from the edge of the steep bank.
Colonel Belvedere appeared above him. The smoking musket was still in his hands.
Kendril tried to stand. Pain exploded through the right side of his body. He fell back to the ground. His right leg was almost entirely numb. What little he could feel of his hip was wet with hot blood.
He had been shot too many times before not to know what had happened. It felt like the musket ball had passed all the way through the flesh of his upper leg, thank Eru. He could only hope that no major arteries had been severed.
The dark shape of Colonel Belvedere loomed above Kendril. The buckskin-clad mercenary looked down at the wounded Ghostwalker with pure rage. “Seven men,” he seethed. “Seasoned mercenaries, all of them. And you killed them off like cattle!” 
Kendril grasped weakly at his belt for some kind of weapon. Even though his mind was sluggish from pain, he knew there was nothing left to grab.
Belvedere kicked Kendril hard on his right side.
The world erupted into a pain that Kendril had forgotten could even exist. He almost passed out. In fact, for several seconds he probably did pass out, because he next heard Belvedere again in mid-sentence.
“—that way?” Belvedere was saying. He threw down the musket. “Well, I’m going to finish the job, Ghostwalker, and now it’s personal. I’m going to make your death slow and painful. You won’t even—” He reached for his belt, and froze. His hand clutched at the empty sheath for his knife. “What in blazes? Where—?”
The mercenary stiffened suddenly, grabbing at his back. He choked, eyes wide, then he collapsed to the ground, twitching and jerking.
Kendril was getting hazy from loss of blood. He tried to focus, to make out the dark figure where Belvedere had stood, the mercenary’s long knife in their hand.
“Well, well,” said a disturbingly familiar female voice. “He seemed quite surprised, didn’t he?”
Kendril put a hand to his bleeding hip, trying to stop the flow of blood. He couldn’t afford to pass out. Not now.
Bronwyn stepped over Belvedere’s body, her bright eyes fixed on Kendril. “Now it’s your turn, handsome.”
 



Chapter 21
 
Bronwyn turned the large knife over in her hand. “This is ridiculously huge, isn’t it? I’m amazed I managed to get it off the good Colonel here earlier without him noticing.” She gave the man’s body a rueful kick. “Just like most men. Always willing to underestimate a woman.”
Kendril pushed his hand down harder on his bleeding thigh. He couldn’t get up, and his swords were out of his reach. He glanced up at the mill.
Bronwyn knelt down in the grass by the bank. “You’re wondering about poor Tomas, I suppose?” She gave an evil smile. “I didn’t kill him, but I did conk him on the head before I came out after this lout.” She wiped the knife off in the grass. “He may still be worth something to the Jombards, if they can get him to talk.”
Kendril set his jaw against the pain that coursed relentlessly through his body. “And what about me?”
“You?” Bronwyn gave a laugh that was almost musical. “Why my dear Kendril, you are absolutely useless. Oh, come on now, don’t be offended. You’re simply a weapon, a soldier obeying orders.” She looked up at him with a sly smile. “Of course, you are a marvelous specimen, even with that burned face of yours.” She held up the knife, and let the blade glimmer in the low moonlight. “I mean, you took out eight mercenaries, all by yourself. That’s impressive.” She lowered her voice a notch. “Well, technically speaking I killed the last one for you, but that can be our little secret, eh?” She glanced back up at the path to the mill. “And you really dressed one of those poor blokes in your own cloak, so that he would get shot instead of you? Now that was clever.”
Kendril tried to move, but the pain was too great. He couldn’t even move his right leg anymore. He considered for a moment the odds of making it over the edge of the bank into the fast-moving stream, but realized that he would never stand a chance. 
Bronwyn leaned in, the knife still in her hand. “So what happened to old Marley, Kendril? Is the poor old man dead?”
Kendril didn’t say anything. He kept as much pressure on his leg as he could.
Bronwyn sighed. “Death seems to follow you everywhere you go, doesn’t it?” She rested her chin on her free hand. “And you seem to follow me everywhere I go. I can barely turn around without seeing you behind me. First Balneth, then Vorten, and now here at the tail-end of civilization.” She tilted her head. “A girl starts to wonder, you know.”
“Eru in Pelos,” Kendril exploded, “you saw what the Seteru did in Vorten, Bronwyn. You’ve seen the carnage they’ve wrought across all of Rothland. Why are you helping them? They don’t care about any of us. We’re just sheep to them, animals to be slaughtered at their whim.”
Bronwyn’s face darkened. “You wouldn’t understand.”
Kendril grunted in pain. “I don’t understand. The Seteru may be powerful, but they’re not gods. They’re just using you, just like they use all the people who worship them blindly. You need—”
“Enough!” Bronwyn shrieked. She stood quickly, the knife held in front of her. “I will not listen to your blasphemy.”
“Then end me,” Kendril said between clenched teeth. He looked up at the dark-haired woman. “What are you waiting for? You know I can’t stop you.”
Bronwyn’s eyes flashed. She sprang forward like a panther, straddling Kendril and pushing him back to the grass. The blade of her knife pressed against his throat. 
Kendril bit back a cry of pain. Already the loss of blood had made him too weak to fight back.
“Is this what you want?” Bronwyn purred. She traced a finger down the scars on the burnt side of his face. “A quick end?”
Kendril didn’t say anything. He glared at the witch, determined not to lose consciousness despite his spinning head. 
Bronwyn leaned in suddenly, her knife still tight against Kendril’s throat. She kissed him on his mouth, then pulled her head back with a smile. “The Great Fang is coming soon,” she whispered. “A week. Maybe two. All Redemption will burn, and then all Rothland.” She ran her finger along the bridge of Kendril’s nose. “I could kill you now. End your suffering before it has begun.” She gave him a playful kiss on the cheek. “But he wants to kill you himself.” Her golden eyes looked sadly at Kendril. “And truth be told, Kendril, I don’t think I can kill you. After all, we’ve been through so much together. We’re like old friends, you and I.” She gave a mischievous smile. “Old lovers, even.”
Kendril stayed still. He couldn’t respond. 
Bronwyn got up as quickly as she had jumped on him. She brushed her tangled hair back and stood to her full height. “Goodbye, Kendril. I’ll see you again when Redemption is burning.” She turned and started to walk away.
Kendril exhaled. He tried to push himself up to a sitting position.
Bronwyn paused for a moment, as if contemplating something. She reached down and picked up one of Kendril’s fallen swords, then turned around. “On the other hand,” she said with a slow smile, “you’re such a terrible nuisance that I think killing you now might really be the best option.” She tossed the knife aside and stepped back towards Kendril, the sword pointed squarely at his chest. “The Great Fang will be disappointed. But really, why take the risk?”
Kendril glared up at her. Apparently he was not cursed after all. 
Bronwyn drew back the sword to strike. “Goodbye, Kendril. Rest well.”
“Go to the Void, witch,” Kendril spat back.
Bronwyn gave an amiable shrug. “You first.” She started to lunge forward.
A shape hurtled out of the darkness from behind the woman and slammed into her svelte form.
With a startled cry Bronwyn pitched forward and hurtled over the edge of the bank. A moment later there came a loud splash and scream from below.
Tomas crashed into the ground beside Kendril, gasping for breath. His arms were still tied behind him. On his forehead was a large swelling bruise.
“About time you showed up,” Kendril said. He put his head back on the ground. “She was about to skewer me.”
“Well, forgive me for not rescuing you earlier,” Tomas said. He struggled back to his feet, looking down to the river.
Kendril stayed where he was, his hand still pressed against the wound in his thigh. “Can you see her?”
Tomas shook his head. “That water’s fast and deep, and the bank is high.”
“I know,” Kendril said. He closed his eyes. “I got a good look at it earlier.”
“What about Marley?” Tomas asked.
Kendril gave a slow, sad shake of his head. “Didn’t make it.”
“Poor blighter,” Tomas said somberly. He dropped down to the grass, fumbling for the fallen knife with his bound hands. “Give me a minute and I’ll be out of this.”
“Take your time,” Kendril said. “I’ll just lie here and bleed to death in the meantime.”
Tomas looked out at the roaring stream again. “Think she’s coming back?”
“With two of us here?” Kendril gave the barest shake of his head. “Not likely. She’ll pull herself out of that stream a mile or so downstream, then disappear.”
Tomas tilted the knife up in his hands, then began sawing furiously at the ropes around his wrists. “You say that like you think we won’t find her again.”
“We won’t find her again,” Kendril said. “We don’t need to.”
Tomas cocked an eyebrow. “Don’t need to? Wasn’t finding Bronwyn the whole reason why you convinced me to come to Redemption in the first place?”
“She told me what we need to know,” Kendril said. His voice was weak from loss of blood and fatigue. “The Jombards are coming. A week or two at most.” He looked up at Tomas. “And you can bet Bronwyn will be with them.”
One of the ropes on Tomas’ wrist snapped. He kept up his furious cutting. “Sounds like we need to get back to Rothland. Alert Olan and the other Ghostwalkers. If the Seteru are really planning a strike here on Redemption, they’ll need reinforcements here.”
Kendril sighed. “As much as I hate the idea of seeing Olan again in my life, I agree that staying here doesn’t do as much good anymore.”
Tomas cut through the last of the ropes around his wrists, then shook the strands off his arms. “Finally. I thought I was a dead man back in there. Those mercenaries were after you, you know. They kept mentioning that a Lord Blackstone had sent them.”
Kendril looked away. 
Tomas bent down over Kendril, rubbing the circulation back into his arms. “You didn’t exactly tell me you had enemies in this town.”
“I didn’t know I did,” Kendril said curtly.
Tomas unwrapped the cloth from Kendril’s knee, then used it to bandage the bleeding wound in his thigh. “Looks nasty,” he commented.
“I think the musket ball went clean through,” Kendril grunted. “As long as we can stop the bleeding I should be fine.”
“Just a little gunshot wound, eh?” said Tomas with a sardonic grin. “Where’s Callen when I need him? It seems like all I’m doing here is patching up your injuries.”
Kendril closed his eyes. He winced as Tomas tightened the cloth. “There may be more thugs coming. We need to get out of here as soon as we can. Find somewhere to lie low until we can get a ship back to New Marlin or Archangel.”
Tomas nodded back towards the mill. “We can’t stay here. Or the manor. Someone will come looking for these men eventually.”
“Agreed. We might be able to find a cheap place on the waterfront or along the log run.”
Tomas leaned back. He touched the swollen bruise on his head gingerly. “Can you walk?”
Kendril made a face from the pain. “I can hobble. I’ll lean on Simon.”
Tomas nodded. “Guess it will have to do.” He gave Kendril a hard look. “Anything else you think you should tell me about this blasted place and your mysterious past? You know, before another band of mercenaries comes storming out of the woods after us?”
Kendril gave him a frosty look. “I already told you everything.” He stuck out an arm. “Now help me up.”
 
The rain rattled against the wax paper that covered the window of the small shack. Outside the bells of the dockside and the cries of gulls filled the morning air.
Inside the shack was dark, dingy, and smelled like rotting garbage.
Kendril wrinkled his nose. He shifted himself painfully on what passed for a bed, groaning as he adjusted his injured leg. 
Tomas came inside the tiny shack, letting in a gust of wind and rain. He shut the rickety door behind him, and reached for one of the logs by the small fire pit in the middle of the floor. “How are you feeling?” he asked over his shoulder.
“Fine,” Kendril lied. He shifted again, grinding his teeth. “Did you get a ship?”
Tomas nodded. “One leaving tomorrow for Archangel.”
Kendril nodded. “Good.” He pushed himself slowly up to a sitting position, then grabbed for the makeshift crutch that leaned against the wall by the bed.
Tomas put the log on the fire, then glanced up at Kendril in surprise. “Where are you going?”
“Outside.” Kendril grabbed the crutch, then pushed himself up to a wobbly standing position. “Going for a walk.”
Tomas stood up. “A walk? Are you crazy? It’s raining out there.”
“I need to get this leg moving a little. Get some fresh air,” Kendril said firmly.
Tomas gave the numerous cracks in the walls of the shack a skeptical glance. “I should think you’re getting enough fresh air in here.”
Kendril limped heavily to the door. He leaned on the solid crutch for support. “Just once around the docks. I’ll go crazy if I don’t get out of this flea-hole.”
“Someone might recognize you,” Tomas protested. “You want that Blackstone sending more men after us?”
Kendril reached back and pulled his hood over his head. “There. Happy?”
Tomas rolled his eyes. “I’m sure no one will see through such a compelling disguise.”
“One time,” Kendril said again. “Then I’ll come back. Promise.”
Tomas sighed heavily. “Hold on. I’ll come with you.” He pulled his own hood over his face. “Wouldn’t want you falling into the harbor or anything.”
Kendril gave him a scathing look.
The two men pushed outside into the steady rain.
The docks and beach were a mess. People, dripping with rain and holding screaming children, were pushing along old carts and tired-looking old horses laden with goods. Several men were arguing and shouting with what looked to be some of the sailors. The murmur of discontent from the mass of people rippled up and down the waterfront.
Kendril frowned at the sight. “What’s going on?”
Tomas glanced around. “I’m not sure. There was a crowd when I went to book us passage, but this is definitely getting worse.”
“Here now,” said a burly militiaman with a large red beard and a coonskin cap on his head. “Let’s keep this moving.” He waved forward a small group of weary-looking women who were shivering and dripping with rain. “Don’t put those geese there, for Eru’s sake. This isn’t a barn.”
Tomas stepped up to the man. “Excuse me. What’s going on here?”
The burly militiaman hefted a matchlock musket, unlit and probably unloaded in the heavy rainfall. “Chaos, that’s what’s going on. You can wait in line like everyone else.”
Tomas blinked. “Wait in line for what?”
The militiaman looked over at him. “To get on a ship, of course.”
Tomas turned quickly. 
More people were streaming down the side of the hill from the town above. A line of cows and horses were intermingled with them. Most were weighed down with baggage and luggage of all descriptions, including mattresses and large pieces of furniture.
Kendril frowned. “They’re running.”
“Of course they’re running,” the burly militiaman growled. “Haven’t you heard? The Jombards are striking east of the Wall. They’ve started burning the outlying farms and even a couple of the villages. The mayor’s ordered all able-bodied men to stand for defense of Redemption.”
Tomas leaned his head in close to Kendril. “They’re attacking early,” he whispered.
“Speaking of which,” the militiaman thundered, “where do you think you’re going?” He stuck a large finger at Tomas. “Your friend there might be hurt, but you look healthy enough to me to bear arms.”
“We’re not from here,” Tomas said quickly. “Just visiting.”
“Oh, I see,” the militiaman shot back. “These folk here have families and have lost homes. But you can just scurry back to the mainland to your nice, safe little—” His eyes fell on Kendril and he stopped mid-sentence.
Kendril quickly looked away. 
The militiaman straightened suddenly. “Great Eru. Great Eru in Pelos. It can’t be.”
Tomas looked at Kendril, then back at the militiaman. “Can’t be what? What are you talking about?”
Kendril started to limp away, back towards the shack. 
The militiaman pushed a startled farmer aside. He caught up with Kendril and tore down the Ghostwalker’s hood.
Kendril whirled his head around in anger. 
“It’s you,” the militiaman whispered. “I thought you were dead.”
“I don’t know who you’re talking about,” Kendril said. His eyes darted around furtively.
A crowd started to form around them on the dockside. Voices murmured and fingers began to point.
“Great,” Tomas said. “I told you someone might recognize you, Kendril. Are you happy now?”
“Sir,” the militiaman said, “don’t you recognize me? It’s Beckett. Corporal Beckett. I served under you in the Wars, I did.”
Tomas gave Kendril a confused glance. “Served under you? I thought you were an armor-bearer?”
Beckett gave a roaring laugh. “Armor-bearer? That’s a good one.” He turned to the crowd, and waved more people in. “He’s back! He’s finally returned. In our darkest hour the Hammer of the Jombards is here!” Beckett raised himself up, and saluted Kendril sharply. “Welcome home, Lord Ravenbrook.”
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