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Chapter 1
 
Joseph saluted, the blade of his rapier almost touching his face. He swished the cold steel of the weapon down into a ready position. “On guard.”
Maklavir wrinkled his nose. He took a step back, and glanced down uneasily at the shaggy grass of the field. “You know there’s manure out here, right?”
Joseph’s face didn’t move. “Come on, Maklavir. Stop stalling.”
“Hold on.” Maklavir tugged at the purple cape that was fastened around his neck. He disengaged the clasp with some difficulty. “I don’t want to get blood on this.” He looked around the dew-covered field anxiously. “There...isn’t really anywhere to put this down, is there?”
Joseph’s frown deepened. “Hurry it up, Maklavir. We don’t have all day.”
“The fence, I suppose?” Maklavir stepped carefully through the grass, strategically avoiding the half-hidden cow-pies in his path. “Won’t be a minute.”
Joseph sighed and closed his eyes. “Maklavir, for the love of all that is holy—”
“Yes, well,” Maklavir responded over his shoulder, “I don’t think you have any idea just how difficult it is to get blood out of silk.” He cast a wary glance at the ground. “Not to mention dung.”
A black and white cow loomed up close to the fence. It shook its head and lowed.
“No need to take offense,” said Maklavir to the beast. “I wasn’t casting blame on you specifically.”
The cow turned away, swishing her tail.
Joseph glanced out over the misty field towards the orange glow in the east. “Sun’s already rising, Maklavir. If we’re going to do this—”
“Yes, yes,” said Maklavir irritably. “You can stab me with that thing soon enough.” He folded his cape carefully, looking at the fence with a critical eye. “Great Eru, look at all the dirt. I don’t think there’s a single spot that isn’t completely filthy.”
Joseph glanced at his own greatcoat, which had been tossed in a heap on the grass of the cow pasture. “Come on, stop being so prissy and let’s get a move on.”
Maklavir gritted his teeth and set his folded cape as gently as he could across the fence of the pasture. “You have no idea how much this hurts me.”
“You don’t know pain yet.” Joseph gave his rapier a slash through the early morning air. “Now hurry up,”
“Yes, yes, I’m coming.” Maklavir began striding back through the uneven grass.
“For a second time,” Joseph said, saluting with his sword yet again, “on guard.”
“Regnuthu take it all!” Maklavir howled. He raised a booted foot, stamping his heel down into the grass. “I stepped right in it.”
Joseph clenched his hand on the hilt of his rapier.
Maklavir began to saunter sideways across the field, dragging his booted foot across the grass. “That’s disgusting. Absolutely disgusting. Who lets these...these beasts wander around out here unsupervised?”
Joseph lowered his sword and glanced around the field. “It’s a cow pasture, Maklavir.”
“Don’t you think I bloody well know it?” Maklavir made a face as he rubbed the bottom of his foot across the ground. “Say what you will about Valmingaard, at least it has some proper forests. Arbela seems like one big cow field.”
Joseph straightened his arm. The blade of his rapier gleamed in the light of the rising sun. “You’re stalling again.”
Maklavir looked over at him disdainfully. “I’m not stalling. I have bovine filth all over my heel.”
“Look,” said Joseph as he swept his blade through the air, “if you’re too scared to do this just say so.”
“I didn’t say that,” said Maklavir. He scraped the last bit of manure off his foot and sighed. “This boot will never be the same again.”
“Oh, for Eru’s sake.” Joseph swatted away a fly. “It’s a boot, Maklavir. It’s supposed to get dirty.”
“Spoken like a man who has no culture.” Maklavir stepped carefully back over towards the center of the field. “All right, I’m ready.”
“You’re sure?” Joseph examined the blade of his rapier. “I wouldn’t want to rush you or anything.”
“Very funny.” Maklavir picked up another rapier off the grass, and weighed it in his hand. “I can never get used to how light these things are.”
“It’s a gentleman’s weapon,” Joseph said.
Maklavir gave the blade a cut through the air. “I suppose. Still, I think something with a little heft to it would be better.”
“Fencing is about grace. Form, skill, balance.” Joseph bent his knees and gave a few practice thrusts with his sword. “Not brute force.”
“Still,” said Maklavir philosophically, “a little brute force now and again never hurt anything.”
Joseph saluted with his blade. “On guard.”
Maklavir planted his feet, wobbling a bit as he looked about him for cow pies. He brought his own sword in front of his face in salute.
Joseph lunged forward. He cut hard and fast with his rapier.
Maklavir jumped back. His blade flashed in the rising sun.
Two sharp clacks of steel echoed out across the nearly-empty pasture. The swords of the two men met faster than the eye could track. 
Maklavir gave a sudden cry of pain and collapsed back into the grass. 
Joseph turned away, stretching his neck. “Point.”
“You cut me.” Maklavir hobbled to his feet. He put one hand to his leg and brought it away with a streak of blood across his fingers. “You bloody cut me.”
“You’re too slow,” said Joseph without a trace of sympathy in his voice. “You move back when you should move forward. Defend when you should attack.”
Maklavir spun in a circle, trying to check his back. “These pants are absolutely ruined. And I’m sending you the cleaning bill for my shirt. I have grass stains all over it. Ugh, I can’t believe you cut me.”
Joseph turned back towards the diplomat with a spark of anger in his eyes. “Look, this is fencing. You can’t swim without getting wet, and you can’t learn to handle a sword without a few cuts and bruises. And if you want me to teach you, this is the way it works.”
“Teach me?” Maklavir gave a sardonic chuckle. “I’d hardly call what you’re doing teaching. Drag me out of bed before dawn and chop me apart in a cow field? How in the Void does this teach me anything?”
Joseph grabbed a cloth rag and wiped off the end of his sword. “In real battle the enemy doesn’t give you time to fold your cape. He doesn’t wait until you’re ready. And he’s trying to cut you, Maklavir.” He slashed his rapier through the air in a figure-eight motion. “All right. Again.”
Maklavir gritted his teeth, but said nothing. He tottered painfully to an upright position, and saluted with his rapier. “On guard,” he said coldly. 
Joseph returned the salute. 
Maklavir lunged forward. He lashed out with his rapier.
Joseph parried the clumsy attack. He slashed in with a swift strike of his own. 
Maklavir gave a strangled gasp. He dropped his rapier and stumbled back, a hand pressed to his side.
“Point,” Joseph said again.
Maklavir gingerly prodded the cut in his shirt. His fingers came away touched with blood. He looked up at Joseph. “Are you going to cut me to ribbons?”
“I’m trying to teach you,” Joseph said.
“Really? Because I’m not learning much.” Maklavir winced, putting a hand to the cut in his chest. “This really stings.”
“I didn’t cut deep,” Joseph said.
“Oh, I suppose I should be thanking you, then?” Maklavir straightened his shirt. “You’re lucky I put on some of my older clothes today. I’ll have to toss them out now anyways.”
“Except for the cape?” Joseph said with a cheerless smile. 
“That cape was custom-made for me in Varnost,” Maklavir said sharply. “Not that you would understand the kind of quality work and effort it takes to produce clothing of such caliber.”
“Come on,” said Joseph. He nodded towards Maklavir’s rapier, which lay in the grass. “Pick it up.”
“So you can stab me again?” Maklavir gave a quick shake of his head. “I think not.”
Joseph prodded the grass in front of him with his own rapier in frustration. “Do you want to learn how to do this or not?”
“I don’t think you’re teaching me anything,” Maklavir reiterated. “It seems to me that you’re just venting a lot of repressed anger with the point of your sword.”
Joseph gave Maklavir a cutting glance. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
Maklavir sighed heavily. “We haven’t talked about it, Joseph.”
The pathfinder looked blithely away. “About what?”
“You know what.” Maklavir looked down at his fallen rapier. “Ever since Vorten we’ve—well, we haven’t discussed what happened, have we?”
Joseph’s face darkened. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Pick up the sword.”
“We’ve been on the road for four weeks,” Maklavir said. “Four weeks, Joseph. Shawnor is a day’s travel away. We’ll be there by tonight, Eru willing.”
“I admit we’ve had our share of trouble,” Joseph said quietly.
“If by trouble you mean navigating our way through a warzone between the entire Arbelan army and the Cultists of the Fiery Dawn, then yes,” Maklavir agreed.
“Things are crazy in Rothland right now,” Joseph said with a shrug. “There have been more delays than I expected.”
“I’m not talking about the delays, Joseph,” Maklavir said heatedly. “I’m talking about you, and me, and...Kara.”
Joseph turned away. “Pick up your sword,” he said gruffly. 
“You heard me in Kara’s room, back in Vorten,” Maklavir said. “I know you did. There’s been a wall of ice between us ever since. We need to talk about it, and every time I’ve even tried to bring it up for a month now you’ve deftly changed the subject.”
Joseph spun around. “Real men don’t talk about their feelings, Maklavir. They grunt and hit each other with weapons. Now pick up the blasted sword.”
Maklavir crossed his arms. “No.”
Joseph’s face simmered in anger. “You want to talk about this? You really want to talk about this, right here and right now?”
Maklavir glanced around the misty cow pasture. “Considering that we’ll most likely be on a ship for Redemption in the next day or two...yes, I do.”
Joseph took a breath. “All right, let’s talk. You think you have feelings for Kara.”
Maklavir thrust out his chin. “I know I have feelings for her.”
“Really?” Joseph gave a dark chortle. “The man who has a different woman in every town? The same man who goes to bed with every serving wench and tavern maid he can get his hands on?”
Maklavir’s face flinched. “I’ve changed,” he said at last.
“Right,” said Joseph with a shake of his head. “Just because you started going to temple back in Vorten with some kind of new-found religious devotion. And now you’re a changed man?”
“I...” Maklavir hesitated, his face taut. “That’s not really—”
“What about that cooper’s daughter back in Ollais?” Joseph shot. “That wasn’t two weeks ago.”
“It was Edgeton, not Ollais,” said Maklavir crossly. “And that’s not fair at all. She was coming on to me, not—”
Joseph struck off a blade of grass with the tip of his rapier. “So you valiantly fought off her advances?”
Maklavir’s face turned a purplish hue. He took a deep breath. “All right, Joseph. I’m not a perfect man. I never have been. But Eru knows I’m trying to change, even a little. You, on the other hand—”
Joseph looked up sharply. “What about me?”
“What about you?” Maklavir shook his head. “You’ve been distant ever since the Despair in Vorten. You’ve become darker, edgier. I dare say Kara’s noticed it too.”
Joseph turned his head away with a scowl.
“You’re like a totally different person, Joseph.” Maklavir took out a handkerchief and pressed it to the cut in his side. “Certainly not the same man I met back in the Howling Woods. I saw the way you killed those bandits outside of Rella.”
Joseph’s head snapped back around. “You’re blaming me for that? Talin’s ashes, Maklavir, I saved all our lives. Kara could still barely stand. Eru knows you were no help at all.”
Maklavir stepped forward, leveling an accusing finger at the bearded man. “You slaughtered them in cold blood. The one was still wounded, Joseph.”
 Joseph looked over at the rising sun, the anger evident on his face. “They were all bloodthirsty killers, Maklavir. They would have slaughtered us all if they’d had the chance. We lost the cart as it was. If I had shown mercy at all, let that last man live, he would have—”
“Yes, I know,” said Maklavir abruptly. “He would have found his friends. They would have hunted us down.”
Joseph gripped the handle of his rapier tightly. “Then what in Zanthora are you blaming me for?”
“Nothing,” Maklavir said quietly. He took his handkerchief away, and made a face at the splotch of blood. He pressed it back against his cut. “All I’m saying is that the old Joseph would have let the man go.” His eyes blazed. “So be careful about what you’re accusing me of.”
Joseph snorted. “Right, I forgot. Because you’re a changed man.” He looked over at Maklavir. “You don’t even know what love is, Maklavir. How long would it last between you and Kara? A couple weeks, and then your head would be turned by another pretty face?”
Maklavir took a measured breath. “Now you’re hitting low, Joseph.”
“I’m telling the truth.” Joseph took a step forward. “You think you’re in love with Kara, but you’re not. I’ve had feelings for her since the first moment I laid eyes on her—”
“Oh, yes,” said Maklavir sarcastically. “And how long ago was that, Joseph? All the way back in the Howling Woods? How much time have you had, exactly? Because from where I’m standing, you haven’t made a move.”
Joseph blushed, his face twitching with embarrassment and anger. “I’ve been moving...at my own pace,” he said slowly. 
“There are glaciers that move faster than that,” Maklavir said. “So what exactly is your position, Joseph? You lay claim to a girl and no one else can court her for the six years it takes you to make your move?”
“That’s enough,” Joseph said. His hand clenched harder on the hilt of his rapier. 
“You accuse me of not changing, but at least I know how to make a move on a girl,” Maklavir continued. “Not like you.”
“Oh, really?” Joseph said. His voice was deathly quiet. “Then why haven’t you made a move on Kara yet? At least she knows how I feel about her. How about you?”
Maklavir frowned. “It’s...complicated.”
“Sounds to me like you’re the one who’s afraid,” Joseph said with a bitter smile.
Maklavir looked intently at Joseph for a moment, then down at the rapier. In a lightning-fast move he snatched the weapon up from the ground.
“What are you doing?” Joseph asked.
“I’ll fight you for her,” Maklavir declared. He waved his blade through the air. “Right here, right now. Winner gets Kara, the loser backs out.”
Joseph threw his head back and laughed. “You have got to be joking. You want to take me on...in a swordfight?”
“What’s the matter?” Maklavir said fiercely. “Are you afraid to fight me?”
Joseph tossed his rapier down on the grass. “Maklavir, it wouldn’t even be a fight. You wouldn’t last ten seconds.”
“I’m willing to fight for Kara,” Maklavir said, his face deadly serious. “Are you? Come on, Joseph, why don’t you show some backbone for once. Stick your neck out for the girl.”
Joseph put up both his hands. “Maklavir, I am not fighting you.”
“I would advise you to pick up your sword,” Maklavir said. He narrowed his gaze. “Because on the count of three I’m coming for you whether you’re ready or not.” He raised the tip of his rapier. “One.”
“Maklavir—” Joseph started to say.
“Two.”
“This is ridiculous,” Joseph said. “We can’t—”
“Three!” Maklavir hurled himself forward and struck out with his rapier. 
Joseph leapt to the side.
Maklavir went flying past him. His sword slashed and cut through empty air. 
Joseph wiped a hand across his mouth. “Maklavir, for Eru’s sake—”
“For honor!” Maklavir cried. He turned and lunged at Joseph again.
Joseph dodged the badly-aimed strike and grabbed Maklavir’s sword hand. 
Maklavir cuffed Joseph hard on the side of the head with his free hand. 
Joseph grunted. He shook his head, and twisted Maklavir’s hand until the rapier pointed away. “What in Zanthora—?”
Maklavir swung at Joseph again.
Joseph blocked the blow with his free hand. He punched Maklavir hard in the face.
With a startled cry the diplomat tumbled back into the wet grass, toppling head over heels. His rapier rolled off to one side.
Joseph shook his hand and stepped forward across the grass. “All right, Maklavir, that’s enough of—”
Maklavir pushed himself back up to his feet. With barely a pause he lowered his head and charged towards Joseph like a bull. 
Surprised, Joseph tried to step out of the way, but didn’t make it in time. 
Maklavir crashed into him, wrapping his arms around Joseph’s mid-section. 
The two men stumbled backwards with a series of shouts and grunts. They slammed into the wooden fence at the end of the field and went right through it. Splintered pieces of boards flew out into the grass of the field. 
A dozen yards away two cows lifted their heads from their relentless chewing to see what was going on. One swished its tail. 
“Get off!” Joseph panted. He pummeled Maklavir on the head. 
“For love!” Maklavir shouted, his face turned towards the ground. He repeatedly punched Joseph hard in the side with one of his fists. 
Joseph grabbed Maklavir around the neck in a headlock. 
Maklavir kept charging forward blindly, pushing both of them across the field. 
One of the cows mooed. The second cow went back to grazing. 
The ground suddenly gave out from under them. Both men toppled over the steep edge into a shallow drainage ditch. They crashed with a giant splash into the cold, muddy water.
Maklavir straggled to his feet, shaking the water from his eyes.
Joseph climbed up, steadying himself against one side of the ditch’s edge. “You want to fight?” He snarled. “Come on, then.” He barreled towards Maklavir, his boots sending great splashes of brown water through the air. 
Maklavir balled up his fists and held them in front of his face.
Joseph took a lunging strike at Maklavir’s head. 
Maklavir blocked the punch with his own fist. He lashed back a quick strike in return.
The blow caught Joseph on the face. He staggered backwards through the knee-deep water, sputtering and spitting. 
The other cow went back to grazing as well. 
“Ha!” Maklavir said triumphantly. “Didn’t think I could land a hit, did you—?”
Joseph came wheeling back. He slammed a fist into Maklavir’s stomach.
The diplomat crumpled in two. He tottered and fell backwards with a splash into the water, ending in a sitting position. 
“You ready to give up?” Joseph said. 
Maklavir coughed and wheezed, trying to catch his breath. Water dripped from his goatee and ran down his face in rivulets. “Never!” he shouted. He grabbed at the edge of the ditch and pulled himself back up. 
“I’d stay down if I were you.” Joseph braced himself and raised both his fists. “I wouldn’t want to bruise that pretty face of yours.”
“Just try it,” Maklavir responded. He raised his own fists. 
Both cows lifted their heads again. They kept chewing. 
Joseph came in. Water swished around his legs. He feinted left, then struck right.
Maklavir dodged, then threw a roundhouse punch at Joseph’s head.
The pathfinder ducked out of the way.
Maklavir toppled forward. He sailed past Joseph and crashed face first into the water of the ditch.
“You’re pathetic,” Joseph growled. He jumped on top of Maklavir.
The diplomat twisted out of the way. He brought up a fist filled with dirt and slime and smashed it all over Joseph’s face. 
“Ow!” Joseph shouted. He stumbled back, trying to smear the concoction out of his eyes. “Eru in Pelos, Mak—”
Maklavir got unsteadily to his feet, then punched Joseph hard across the face.
Joseph fell backwards and crashed into the brown water.
One of the cows gave a bored moo. 
“Now who’s laughing?” Maklavir threw himself at Joseph, his fist coiled back and ready to strike again. 
Joseph jumped up, his clothes soaking wet. He lashed out with his own fist.
Maklavir missed. He tripped and crashed heavily into the side of the drainage ditch. 
With the dirt still in his eyes, Joseph swung wildly. He didn’t connect with anything at all, but the force of his swing toppled him back into the water again with a huge splash.
Maklavir coughed, leaning against the bank and holding his stomach with one hand. 
A crow landed on the broken remains of the fence. It cocked its head curiously as it watched the two men. 
Joseph struggled to his feet again. He wiped the last bit of mud and grass out of his face.
Maklavir steadied himself, still struggling for breath. He raised his fists defensively. 
Joseph balled his fists and took a step forward.
“Joseph! Maklavir!” 
Both men froze. They glanced to the side.
Kara stood by the broken remains of the fence, staring down at them in complete shock. The hood of her green cloak was down, and her ragged red hair tossed gently in the morning breeze.
“Hey, Kara,” Joseph said weakly.
Kara looked from one man to another. “What on Zanthora are the two of you doing?”
Joseph and Maklavir looked at each other. 
They were both covered in slime, mud, bits of grass and leaves. Their clothes were completely soaked. Water dripped off them like a steady patter of rain. Maklavir was bleeding from the lip. Joseph had a swollen cut across his cheek. Now that they had stopped fighting, both men were shivering in the cold morning air.
Joseph looked back up at Kara. He paused for a second. “I was...teaching Maklavir to swordfight.”
Kara kept staring at them.
“Yes,” said Maklavir hesitantly. He plucked a long wet vine from his shoulder and dropped it into the water. “Just...a bit of fencing, that’s all.”
Kara glanced back at the cow pasture beyond the broken fence. “Aren’t those your swords back there in the grass?”
Both men were silent for a long moment. 
“These are...” Joseph squirmed. Water dripped from his beard. “Advanced techniques.”
Kara cocked an eyebrow. “Really?”
Joseph coughed. “Yes.” He put a hand awkwardly on Maklavir’s shoulder. “You’re...showing a lot of progress, Maklavir. Good job.”
“And you,” said Maklavir, spitting a piece of grass out of his mouth, “are an excellent teacher, Joseph.”
“Come on, you two,” said Kara with a sigh. She leaned against the broken fence. “Tell me what’s really going on here. Why were you fighting?”
There was another long pause.
“You know,” said Maklavir as he dabbed at the corner of his mouth, “I can’t honestly remember.”
“Neither can I,” said Joseph quickly. He gave an innocent shrug of his shoulders. “We really just got a little carried away, that’s all. Heat of the moment and all that.”
Kara gave both men an intent look. “Right.” She rolled her eyes. “Keep your secrets. I don’t care.” She jerked a thumb back towards the edge of the field. “I’ve got a fire going, if you’re done beating on each other and want to come get warm.”
Both men looked at one another.
Kara crossed her arms. “And have some breakfast. And bandage those bleeding cuts.”
“Well,” said Maklavir after another long pause, “that sounds capital to me.” He stepped forward out of the water and climbed up out of the ditch.
“Me too,” said Joseph. He pulled himself out of the ditch as well.
Kara looked again at both bruised and bloodied men. “You’re...both sure everything’s all right?”
“Of course,” said Joseph with a reddening of his cheeks.
“Absolutely,” said Maklavir with an easy smile.
Kara turned away. “Men,” she said under her breath.
The cows began to wander off, their tails swishing nonchalantly.
Joseph and Maklavir began to follow Kara across the field, their heads hung low and their faces sheepish. 
“I say,” came a voice from their right, “is everything all right?”
They turned their heads to investigate. 
A road ran parallel to the field on one side. A man riding a small cart piled high with firewood had stopped his horses, and was gazing at the three of them in mild curiosity.
Kara gave Joseph and Maklavir a rueful glance. “Ask them.”
The man shifted his gaze, even more curious. 
Joseph sighed. “We’re...fine. Just fine. Thanks for asking.”
Maklavir grabbed his cape off the fence, his arms shaking from the cold breeze on his wet skin. 
“You folk headed into Shawnor?” The cart driver called. “I could give you a lift, if two of you don’t mind riding on some firewood.”
Kara turned eagerly back towards Maklavir and Joseph. “We could be there before nightfall,” she said under breath. “This is perfect.”
“We have to pack up,” Joseph protested weakly. He was already shivering at the thought of riding in the cold air on the back of the cart with soaking wet clothes. 
“I already packed most everything,” Kara said excitedly. “I just need to put out the fire. There’s some leftover cheese and apples we can have on the way.” She turned back towards the cart driver. “Thank you! Give us five minutes.”
The old cart driver turned and spat onto the dirt pathway. “Same enough to me. I’ve got time.”
Kara turned and dashed off towards the edge of the field, in the direction of some drifting smoke.
“Cheese and apples,” Maklavir said in a quiet voice as he crossed over to Joseph. “Sounds like a fantastic breakfast.”
Joseph ignored him. He reached down and snatched up his greatcoat, then his rapier.
Maklavir dabbed at his lip, then grabbed his own rapier off the ground. He looked down at the weapon for a moment. “I suppose....” he started to say. “That is to say, I guess we should—”
“I don’t want to talk about it,” Joseph said curtly. He turned towards the road. 
The man on the cart was waiting patiently for them. He put down a canteen he had been drinking from, and his eyes widened a little at the sight of Joseph and Maklavir’s swords. “Ah, I see,” he said with a nod at their weapons. “Bound for Redemption, I take it?”
Both men stopped, surprised at the cart driver’s clairvoyance. 
“As a matter of fact,” said Joseph warily, “we are heading that way.”
The man nodded. “I’d head out there myself if I was a younger man. Afraid those days have passed, though.”
Maklavir couldn’t quite contain the bemused look on his face. “You’ll have to forgive us...we’ve been on the road for quite a bit. What exactly is happening in Redemption?”
“What is happening in Redemption?” The cart driver put down his canteen as it was halfway to his mouth. “You really don’t know?”
Joseph and Maklavir looked at each other.
“All the barbarians in Jothland are throwing themselves at the Wall,” the cart driver said with a wheeze. He slapped a hand across his knee. “They’ve almost broken through half a dozen times or more. There’s a call out for volunteers to go and assist with the defense of the town.” He gave the swords another meaningful glance. “When I saw your blades, I just assumed—”
“Wait,” said Joseph as he held up a hand. “The barbarians haven’t broken through the defenses yet?”
The old man gave a crafty smile. “They should have.” He lowered his eyebrows. “You two sure you haven’t heard all this? You’re not pulling my chain, are you?”
“We really haven’t,” Maklavir said between chattering teeth. “What’s going on over there?”
“What? More like who.” The cart driver leaned in with a conspiratorial glance around. “There’s a general over there who’s beating back the pagans at every turn. Hammer of the Jombards, they call him. An old war hero. They say he can’t be stopped.”
Joseph and Maklavir both felt a strange thrill pass through them at the man’s words. 
“This general,” Joseph said haltingly, “he’s an...Arbelan?”
The cart driver gave an exaggerated shrug. “Can’t rightly say. Rumor is, though,” he glanced around again, as if afraid someone would overhear his words, “rumor is that he was at Vorten, during the start of the Despair. The Demonbane, they’re calling him.”
Maklavir’s mouth dropped open. “Kendril? This man...his name is Kendril?”
The cart driver gave a puzzled shake of his head. “Kendril? No, no, can’t say I’ve ever heard that name.” He took another swig from his canteen, and rubbed a dirty sleeve across his mouth.
Joseph and Maklavir exchanged confused glances.
“Then...what is his name?” asked Joseph between shivers.
“Ravenbrook,” said the cart driver after a moment’s reflection. “That’s it. Lord Ravenbrook.”
 



Chapter 2
 
Captain Lockhart stood atop the third level of the wooden tower. He peered out through the pre-dawn darkness along the length of the Wall, looking north towards Hangman’s Hill.
There was a flash of light. A few seconds later the echoing boom of a gunshot rolled down the Wall. 
“No beacon yet,” remarked Lieutenant Sharpton. He stood just behind Lockhart, his dragoon uniform worn and patched. 
“No,” said Lockhart thoughtfully. He turned and walked across the wooden floor, then looked out through the dark night south along the Wall. “Nothing from Dyke?”
Sharpton shook his head. “No, sir. Just—”
Two more flashes lit the hill to the north. They were quickly followed by two bangs.
Lockhart scowled. He stroked his mustache as he pondered his options. 
“I could take a squad, sir,” Sharpton offered. “Be up there in less than ten minutes.”
Lockhart didn’t answer. He turned and looked out over the Wall itself, directly east into the tangled woods that covered most of the continent of Jothland. 
The Wall. That was what it had been called, ever since the first skeleton structure had been carved out of the ground almost a century before. The Wall was the first and greatest line of defense against the Jombard tribes that inhabited the dark interior of Jothland. It had stood the test of time, it had been assaulted again and again, but always rebuilt and re-manned. 
It was a symbol, both of the defiance of the colonists back in Redemption, and also of the constant danger that threatened their livelihood. It and the men who manned it were the only things holding back a wave of barbarians who wouldn’t hesitate to kill, burn, and destroy everything between the Wall and the Strait of Jagara.
Sharpton cleared his throat. “Sir?”
“I’ll take a squad up myself,” Lockhart said. “I want to check out the situation. You hold down the fort here, keep an eye to the south.”
Sharpton nodded. “Yes, sir.” He seemed as if he was about to say more, but hesitated.
Lockhart looked back to the north. “Something on your mind, :Lieutenant?”
Sharpton clasped his hands behind his back. “It’s just...begging your pardon, sir, but you haven’t slept in two days. If I might suggest, let me take the squad up.” He glanced up as another flash appeared from Hangman’s Hill. “It’s probably nothing anyway, sir. Just a raiding party, or perhaps a few infiltrators—”
“Maybe,” said Lockhart doubtfully. He chewed on the corner of his mustache. “I wish we had eyes on the other side of the Wall. Some way to know where the blasted Jombards are massing.”
“The general sent some scouts through yesterday,” Sharpton said quickly. “I saw them go through the central gate when I was returning from Stockade. He—”
Lockhart turned quickly on the lieutenant. “I would remind you, Lieutenant, that Lord Ravenbrook’s rank is merely a commission in the local militia. He’s no more a ‘general’ than you or I.”
Sharpton straightened. “Yes, sir.”
Lockhart nodded absently.
“Sir,” Sharpton began again, more hesitantly this time, “give me the word and I’ll take the squad up to Hangman’s Hill myself. There’s no reason for you to go.”
Lockhart smiled. “You’re a good man, Sharpton. But we’re all tired. The Jombards haven’t let us sleep for almost a month now, have they?”
Sharpton gave a brief shake of his head. “No sir.”
Lockhart put a hand on Sharpton’s shoulder. “Hold the line here. I’ll be back in less than an hour.” He moved towards the ladder without waiting for a response, and scooted down the rungs to the second level of the watchtower.
The Wall incorporated more than twenty miles of coordinated defenses. Chief among these were the mileforts, small barracked enclosures every mile or so along the wall itself. Some were larger than others. The fort that Lockhart and Sharpton were at, known by the dragoons posted here as Hangman’s Rest, butted up against the Wall itself. The milefort was flanked by two wooden watchtowers that reared over the turf wall and wooden palisade, allowing an unobstructed view out onto the barbarian side of the Wall.
Another milefort was located at Hangman’s Hill, about a mile to the north. It was significantly smaller than Hangman’s Rest, which was easily large enough to house a full company of dragoons with mounts and supplies. The largest milefort was not located on the Wall at all, but was several miles to the west. It was known simply as Stockade, and it was a free-standing fortress. 
Stockade was where Lord Ravenbrook had his headquarters, along with the other irregulars from Redemption. Lockhart and his men, by contrast, were all regulars in the Arbelan Army, members of Sir Richard Northhampton’s Dragoon Regiment. 
Colonel Northampton was not at the Wall, or anywhere else in Jothland for that matter. The last Lockhart had heard, the man was ‘leading’ his regiment from his estate near the Forest Grim, back in Arbela. That left Lieutenant Colonel Yearling in charge of Northampton’s regiment. And despite Lockhart’s disdain for militia commissioned ranks, a lieutenant colonel did not outrank a full general of the militia.
Lockhart reached the bottom of the watchtower, and climbed down the turf embankment that made up the wall itself. Atop it was the palisade, a wooden wall with fire-sharpened tips and a rampart that ran along its length. A line of steps led down into the milefort itself, a rectangular, turf and palisade-lined enclosure that adjoined the Wall.
In the small courtyard of the milefort a dozen dragoons stood by their nags. Carbines were on their shoulders. They were all dressed and ready to ride. 
Lockhart smiled. Sergeant Madison was always one step ahead of him. 
The good sergeant himself stepped forward and saluted sharply. His face was covered with a well-trimmed but thick black beard. “Sir! My squad is ready for your orders.”
Lockhart gave an approving nod. “Mount up, Sergeant. We’re heading for Hangman’s Hill.”
Madison saluted again. “Sir, yes sir!” He spun on his heels. “Alright, you heard the Captain. Check your carbines and mount up.”
There was a bustle as the squad mounted onto their nags. They were dressed in leather buff coats, and armed with carbines and swords. Many, including Sergeant Madison, had wheelock pistols holstered at their belts. 
A stable boy brought over Lockhart’s own mount, a larger and finer beast than the small and shaggy nags ridden by the other dragoons.
Lockhart mounted his horse. He wound his own wheelock pistol out of habit.
The stable boy handed the Lockhart his open-face lobster helm. He held it with both hands, struggling to lift it over his head.
Lockhart took the helm and put it on, latching it into place. He nodded to the boy, who scurried off in the direction of the stables. 
Sergeant Madison wheeled his nag around. “We’re ready to move, sir.”
Lockhart ran an eye over the dragoons. Unlike the troopers of a cavalry regiment, the men wore no cuirasses or even helmets, but only their buff coats and slouch hats. The dragoons were essentially mounted infantry, able to rapidly move from one location to another, then dismount and fight on foot. 
Lockhart motioned to Madison. “Lead the way, Sergeant. At a trot, if you please.”
The dragoons turned and trotted towards the northern gate of the milefort. 
The guards at the gate gave a call. The heavy wooden doors swung open.
Lockhart and the dragoon squad rode out into the night, following the broad path that led north.
In the distance came several more flashes and echoes of gunfire. Something was certainly going on up there. 
The dragoons pattered through the darkness, following the course of the road. 
Lockhart knew from experience that it would take less than ten minutes to get to Hangman’s Hill. There was no point in exhausting the nags by forcing them into a gallop, not unless the situation looked to be extremely dire. He glanced back behind him, feeling the cold metal of the helmet press against his neck. 
The gates of the milefort had already been closed. There was no sign of any disturbance to the south yet, but Lockhart knew that Sharpton would be keeping an eye on it. 
Ever since the first major pushes of the Jombards against the Wall had been beaten back three weeks before, the barbarians had become cleverer with their attacks. They would often test one section of the Wall, only to throw their full strength at another section when troops had been moved to defend the first. 
The dragoons manning the Wall had been stretched thin. The men were exhausted. In the last four weeks they had already lost almost two hundred men dead and wounded, a fifth of their total number. Repeated requests had been made to the government in Archangel to send reinforcements, but the replies had all been negative. The Arbelans were facing a virtual civil war with the rising of the cultists around the city of Kelmar. The Lord Protector and Parliament claimed that no men could be spared to help. Redemption was on its own.
And as much as Lockhart hated to admit it, it was because of Lord Ravenbrook and the ragtag militia from Redemption that the Wall had held against the Jombards this long.
The night was cold, and the scent of rain was on the air. The road was easy enough to see by the moonlight and starlight, and the long high shape of the Wall to the right made getting lost difficult. To their left were the smudges of more dark woodland, broken here and there by the occasional farmstead and field. White mist clung to the trees and lay about on the open fields in-between the woods and the Wall. 
Lockhart kept his horse at a steady trot down the road. He glanced left and right out of habit, one hand on the handle of his pistol. Small groups of Jombards had been known to pass over the Wall for quick raids or other sabotage missions. It was rare, and usually the bands were hunted down and destroyed soon afterwards, but it was still a possibility. Even this side of the Wall could not be considered entirely safe.
The road began to climb up Hangman’s Hill. The dragoons kept their nags going at a steady trot, determined not to wear the beasts out. Another flash and bang sounded from one of the watchtowers up on the hill.  
The road Lockhart and the dragoons were on, known as Military Way, ran parallel to the Wall for its entire length. It linked all the mileforts and sections of the Wall together, so that reinforcements could quickly be moved from location to another, signaled by beacons in the watchtowers and messengers that could ride the length of the Wall. Even at its extreme end, no part of the Wall was more than an hour’s gallop away from any other. 
A shouted challenge came from a sentry on the rampart of the milefort that loomed ahead on the crest of the hill. 
Sergeant Madison raised his voice as he rode. “Captain Lockhart and a squad of dragoons! Open the gates!”
There was a sign of movement on top of the walls. 
The dragoons and Lockhart kept marching forward. The ground on the top of the hill leveled out slightly. 
There was a creak, and the southern gate of the milefort began to open.
By the time Lockhart and his dragoons arrived, the doors were wide open. They rode into the small courtyard of the milefort, and dismounted.
The milefort on Hangman’s Hill was busy with activity, but Lockhart noticed that no one seemed particularly frantic or alarmed. The beacon on the nearby watchtower remained unlit. 
Lockhart got off his horse, and handed the reins to a boy that had run out to help him. He removed his heavy lobster helm, cursing under his breath at the weight of it. He preferred not to wear the cumbersome piece of armor at all, but in the few times when the dragoons were forced to fight on horseback it served as a helpful visual sign to his men. Lockhart had taken to wearing it whenever he rode. 
“Captain Lockhart.” A dragoon sergeant came forward and saluted. “It is an honor, sir.”
Lockhart nodded. “Sergeant Dyke. Report.”
Dyke glanced back at the Wall. “Nothing much, sir. Just a few of the howlers probing the defenses, that’s all. None of them have got past the trench. We haven’t seen more than a dozen of the blighters.”
Lockhart nodded. He stroked his mustache thoughtfully. “I think I’ll take a look all the same, Sergeant.”
Dyke came to attention. “Of course, sir.”
Lockhart moved to the steps that led up to the Wall.
Sergeant Dyke followed closely behind him.
In the courtyard below Sergeant Madison barked orders out. The newly-arrived dragoons readied their equipment and stabled their nags.
Captain Lockhart crossed over to the left watchtower. He grabbed the lower rung, then climbed up to the first story.
Two dragoons armed with carbines both saluted sharply as they saw Lockhart.
“At ease,” Lockhart said. He crossed over to the wall of the watchtower and peered out into the darkness.
Dyke came up through the hole in the floor, just behind Lockhart.
Lockhart scanned the edge of the woods on the eastern side of the Wall. “Where are they coming from?”
The first dragoon pointed towards a northern curve in the line of the forest. “From there, sir. They’re steering clear of the watchtowers, so far. They’re only sneaking out a couple at a time. Might be trying to dig up the lilies.”
Lockhart grunted, straining to see through the dim half-light. 
The “lilies” were the first line of defense for the Wall, a row of sharpened iron stakes that were set into the ground and then covered with a shallow cover of grass and dirty. Beyond that was an eight-foot deep trench, the bottom of which was filled with sharpened wooden stakes and branches. The turf wall rose twelve feet above that, and was topped by the palisade. 
“It’s been quiet for the last few minutes,” Dyke explained from behind Lockhart. “I think whatever it is, it’s done.”
Lockhart glanced to the left and right, scanning the length of the wall to the north and south. “All the same, I’ll leave Madison and his men here. We don’t want—”
A sudden, strange howl sounded from the dark forest.
Both of the dragoons reached instantly for their carbines.
Lockhart swung his gaze towards the black mass of forest directly across from the watchtower. “What in Zanthora—?”
The dark woods in front of them suddenly seemed to undulate and move. More howls came, rising and falling in eerie cadence. Drums began to beat somewhere off beyond the tree line. The sound was hollow, filled with death and despair. 
“Howlers,” Dyke whispered.
The two dragoon guards lifted their carbines and aimed them out over the Wall.
Torches flickered suddenly into existence along the edge of the woods, like the fiery eyes of demonic beings. 
A musket cracked out with a sharp bang, fired by a dragoon somewhere along the Wall.
Lockhart drew his wheelock pistol. “Hold your fire!” he bellowed. 
A chanting reached the ears of the dragoons, almost drowned out by the constant howls and drums. 
Harnathu...Harnathu...Harnathu....
Lockhart felt his mouth go dry.
Harnathu. The wolf-headed pagan god of blood, slaughter, and war. 
A skirling of pipes, weird and discordant, broke out amidst the pounding drums, howls, and chanting. The forest seemed to be moving. Individual shapes began to take shape in the darkness, lit by the torches they carried. 
Wolves. Men with the head of wolves.
Lockhart blinked, trying to get his eyes to see clearly. 
They were men, half-naked and covered with red and blue swirls and stripes of war paint. Most were wearing the skin of wolves over their heads, giving them a terrible appearance. They carried axes, spears, crude swords, and clubs. Many had wooden or wicker shields, painted with disgusting images and runes.
Lockhart took a deep breath.
Jombards. There had to be hundreds of them.
Another carbine blasted off, lighting up the southern rampart of the wall.
Lockhart turned his head. “I said hold your fire!” he roared. He practically grabbed one of the dragoons and shoved him towards the ladder. “Light the beacon. Now.”
The dragoon didn’t argue. He grabbed the ladder and scurried up it towards the top of the watchtower.
Lockhart spun around towards Dyke. “Get a man back to the Rest. Tell Sharpton—”
The deafening noise beyond the Wall went suddenly silent.
Captain Lockhart swung his head around, looking out towards the forest. 
The Jombards were standing just out of range, still and silent. The torches many of them held flickered and cast small pools of orange light on the open, grassy ground between the forest and the Wall. 
“What the devil—?” Dyke started to say.
A massive man, covered with tattoos and holding an axe in each hand, stepped out in front of the assembled barbarians. He raised one of the war axes high in the air. “Egreth baat Harnathu!” he screamed.
Lockhart drew the basket-hilt rapier he kept at his side. He could feel the familiar queasiness in his stomach, the same feeling that he got before every battle. 
“Harnathu!” The barbarians shouted. Their combined voices were thunderously loud. Howls began to sound from their ranks. Weapons banged and clattered on shields. The pipes and drums started again. From somewhere behind the barbarians came the ghostly wail of women.
The huge war chief pointed his war axe at the Wall with a roaring cry.
With a flurry of screams and howls, the barbarians charged forward in a line.
Lockhart glanced down towards the turf wall below the watchtower. On the rampart behind the palisade, he could see about a dozen dragoons. In the second watchtower to the south there were maybe six more dragoons. There were probably five or six more in the watchtower he was in.
About two dozen dragoons, all told, the combined squads of Sergeants Dyke and Madison. 
In front of them had to be at least two hundred barbarians.
Lockhart held up his sword. “Hold your fire!” he shouted.
His voice was drowned out in the war cries of the Jombards. They swept across the open space between the forest and the Wall, heading straight towards the trench.
Several sharp cries pierced the night. Barbarians began to tumble, clutching their legs and feet with shrieks of pain. 
Lockhart gave a grim smile. The Jombards hadn’t dug up all the lilies, then. He turned his gaze toward the wall below. “Cannon, fire!”
There was a thundering blast that shook the watchtower and lit the night in a blinding flash.
Lockhart whirled around to look out over the trench.
The cannon was a 5 pounder, set into the rampart of the palisade on a separate reinforced platform that overlooked the trench. It was small compared with other field artillery, but its relatively small size and weight made it easy to move and to mount along the ramparts.
And when it was filled with grapeshot, it could pack the punch of a dozen blunderbusses.
Death swept the ground in front of the trench. Twenty or so Jombard warriors were knocked over like wheat, a bloody mass of dead and dying. 
It wasn’t enough. 
Lockhart turned back to the wall, and raised his sword again. He waited a precious few seconds, sword in the air, as the Jombards came charging towards the trench. Smooth-bore muskets were notoriously inaccurate, short-ranged weapons. The carbines the dragoons carried were a step worse, having a shortened barrel for carrying on horseback. When one added the darkness and natural panic of warfare, plus the long reloading time for each firearm, the dragoons needed to wait until the last possible second to fire to maximize their chances of hitting.
The Jombards surged towards the edge of the trench. Some carried wooden ladders and long planks. Others carried several light javelins. Still others stopped and began whirling slings around over their heads.
“Dragoons!” Lockhart shouted, trying to make his voice heard over the howls and screams of the enemies. “Fire!”
A blistering volley of carbine fire erupted from the Wall and watchtowers.
More Jombards went down amid the roar of gunfire and stench of gunpowder. Black smoke rolled out over the trench. Half-naked bodies smeared with war paint rolled down into the trench itself. Some caught on the sharpened stakes below.
“Reload!” Lockhart ordered, more out of habit than necessity.
The dragoons stepped back from the wall, reaching for cartridges and ramrods.
There was a great whistling of projectiles through the air. Spears, javelins, and stones sailed up from the howling line of barbarians, deadly leaves blown by an evil wind. The sound of dozens of impacts sounded along the line of the palisade.
Captain Lockhart ducked, wishing he still had his helmet. 
A javelin stuck fast into the wooden wall of the watchtower, quivering as it hit. The same instant a stone cracked into one of the support beams of the tower, propelled by a sling to the speed and velocity of a musket ball. The wood cracked and splintered.
A dragoon screamed from down on the ramparts. In the second watchtower another dragoon tumbled over the wooden wall and fell over thirty feet into the trench below, an arrow through his eye. Someone else was gasping and groaning in pain. The drums and howls almost masked the noise.
Lockhart readjusted his sweaty grip on his pistol and glanced out over the wall again.
The barbarians threw down long wooden planks and ladders over the trench. Some of them, impatient and filled with battle frenzy, slid down into the trench itself and attempted to scramble up the nearly twenty feet to the top of the rampart on the other side.
The barbarians began to crawl across the planks. Several lost their balance and fell down onto the wooden stakes below. The air was thick with screams, war cries, and the whistling of tossed projectiles.
“Ready!” Lockhart yelled. He raised his sword.
The dragoons moved back to the ramparts and edges of the watchtower. They lowered their carbines. 
“Aim!” Lockhart glanced down at the cannon crew. The large weapon was still reloading.
A group of Jombards had reached the bottom of the turf wall. They began to clamber up, shields on their backs and swords in their teeth. Other barbarians tried to throw ladders against the sloping turf wall. 
The air was still thick with thrown and tossed missiles. Another dragoon spun and dropped off the back of the rampart with a cry. He had a javelin stuck in his side.
The barbarian women wailed and screamed. They were visible now, right at the edge of the forest. Most were naked or nearly naked, their sweaty bodies covered with great looping swirls and patterns of blue woad and red blood. Many wore grotesque masks, the horns of deer on their heads or the feathers of ravens. 
The massive war chief strode towards the line of the trench, both axes still in his hands. He seemed to stare straight up at Lockhart. There was no fear in his eyes. 
Lockhart swiped his sword down. “Fire!”
A crescendo of carbine fire tore through the night air, momentarily drowning out the cacophony coming from the barbarians. Lead shot spattered the front line of the Jombard warriors, tearing through flimsy shields and ripping through unarmored flesh and bone. More than a dozen Jombards dropped dead, either punched back into the open ground or blasted down into the stake-lined trench below. A half-dozen others spun and fell with gaping wounds. Pain-filled screams rose over the wailing of the women.
It wasn’t enough. The barbarians were pouring forward in a wave that seemed almost endless.
Ladders rattled and clacked as they were thrown up against the palisade. The chanting began again, unbidden and seemingly spontaneous, uttered from everywhere and nowhere all at once.
Harnathu...Harnathu...Harnathu...
“Fire at will!” Lockhart shouted. He leaned over the protective barrier of the watchtower, tracked a barbarian who was running along one of the planks below, then fired.
The Jombard was wrenched off the make-shift bridge by the pistol shot. He toppled down onto the unforgiving stakes below.
Lockhart pulled himself back inside the watchtower.
 It wasn’t a moment too soon. A spear slapped against the barrier, followed quickly by an arrow that hissed through the empty space where his head had been.
The reports of more pistol shots sounded from the ramparts below. Many of the dragoons were pulling out their sidearms and firing them down at the Jombards.
The chanting grew louder, mingling with the drums and wailing of the women. 
Lockhart scooted over to the side of the watchtower. He struggled to reload his pistol, keeping his head down below the barrier. Beside him one of the dragoons lifted up to fire his carbine. It flashed and fired.
A moment later the dragoon fell back dead onto planks of the watchtower floor, his skull cracked and smashed by a sling bullet. 
Lockhart kept reloading the pistol. He ducked as another javelin flew over the barrier and stuck fast into one of the supports.
A ragged cheer sounded from below. 
Lockhart stuck his head up for a look.
Dragoons from Sharpton’s command, about ten in all, were scurrying up the steps from the milefort to the palisade wall. Their exhausted nags were still loose in the courtyard behind them.
Lockhart felt a slight touch of relief. Reinforcements at last. Sharpton had only sent one squad, and kept one behind. As much as Lockhart would have longed to see every dragoon from the Rest here at Hangman’s Hill, he knew that Sharpton was wise in holding men back. They couldn’t afford to completely unman any section of the Wall, even in the face of such an overwhelming attack.
More carbine shots sounded off below as the new dragoons manned the Wall. 
Lockhart looked out over the trench and smiled. 
More barbarians began to topple and fall, shot dead or wounded by the carbine fire. 
Then thunder sounded, bringing with it a flash of lightning and a hail of lead. The cannon had reloaded.
Smoke covered the trench. A wall of barbarians dropped, bodies and limbs torn asunder from the scything shot. The air was thick with the smell of gunpowder and the sharp acrid scent of blood. Some of the Jombards actually started to turn and flee, throwing down their weapons as they did.
Lockhart took a deep breath. This might be the turning point. If they could just—
Something drew his attention on the other side of the Wall. The dots of fire, the torches that the barbarians had been holding....
Captain Lockhart looked over the barrier, his reloaded pistol in hand. 
On the far side of the trench, he saw a line of Jombard warriors forming. Half held flaming torches. The other half held pitch-covered arrows and javelins.
In front of them was the Jombard war chief. He flicked one of his battle axes at a fleeing barbarian, cutting the man down almost casually. Then he lifted his bloody war axe with a shout.
The Jombards turned and lit the javelins and arrows in the torches. New flames danced and flared to life.
It was suddenly clear to Lockhart. The barbarians were going to use the one real weakness the Wall had...fire. 
Desperately, he turned to look down on the ramparts.
The dragoons were in a battle for their lives. The barbarians were starting to climb the palisade itself, and even the sporadic gunfire wasn’t enough to keep the horde at bay. As it was, no one was noticing the true danger that was looming just beyond the trench.
If the Wall fell here, if the barbarians broke through the palisade and the milefort, they could pour through the gap into the surrounding countryside, unchecked and uncontained.
Captain Lockhart stood, disregarding the zipping stones and javelins that bombarded the Wall. He raised his voice to shout to his men.
Like a rain of fire, a score of fire-tipped javelins and arrows shot through the air, right towards the wooden palisade.
 



Chapter 3
 
Joseph was up in a moment, before he had even registered what was happening or why. His hand held his long dagger, which he had drawn even before he was fully awake. 
A scream. There had been a scream—
It came again, muffled through the upper ceiling of the inn.
Joseph threw off the blanket that covered him. He reached for the rapier that was beside him, lying on the floor of the inn’s common room.
Maklavir sat bolt upright. He threw his own blanket off. “Kara!”
“I know,” Joseph said again. He didn’t even bother reaching for his boots. He got up, half-dressed as he was, and ran for the stairs that led upstairs.
The common room of the inn was dark, the fire burning low. The rain-spattered window let in little outside light, and the innkeeper had retired for the night. There was only one other man occupying the floor before the inn’s hearth, a plump merchant from Llewyllan. He still snored loudly, unperturbed by the screams coming from upstairs.
Joseph banged his bare foot on a table leg as he crossed the shadowy room. He stifled a cry of pain, then dashed up the stairs three at a time.
The clumsy clump of footsteps behind Joseph told him that Maklavir was in close pursuit. 
A scream sounded again. It was definitely Kara.
Joseph took the stairs in record time. He spun hard on the landing, moving quickly down the short hallway to Kara’s room. 
Joseph didn’t knock, or make any other civilized pretense. Instead he just barged straight into the room, rapier in hand. 
Kara was tossing and turning in her bed. Sweat glinted on her forehead. She grasped frantically at her sheets. Her legs kicked wildly.
“Kara!” Joseph shouted. He rushed over to her and grabbed at her flailing arms, trying to calm the woman. “Kara!”
“No...no!” Kara moaned. Her eyes were closed.
Maklavir appeared at the door to the room. “What in Eru’s name—?”
“She’s asleep,” Joseph said as he tried to hold Kara’s wrists. “Some kind of nightmare.”
Maklavir came into the room, sheathing his own rapier. 
“Kara, wake up!” Joseph said. He leaned down and put a hand on her face. “It’s just a dream. Kara!”
Kara sat bolt upright in bed with a gasp, her eyes open. “Kendril!” She looked around the room as if expecting to see the Ghostwalker standing there.
Joseph let go of her wrists and backed a step away. 
“We’re here, Kara,” said Maklavir gently. “It was just a nightmare. A dream.”
Kara twisted in the bed and threw her legs over the edge. Her nightshirt was crumpled and damp with sweat. She took a deep breath, folding her arms across her chest. “It wasn’t just a dream. It was the same dream.”
Joseph moved to the door of the room and glanced up and down the hallway. He looked back at Kara. “The one with the burning town?”
Kara looked up at both men. Her eyes were surrounded by dark circles, and her face was pale. “Yes. The same one that I’ve had ever since Vorten.” She rubbed a hand over her face. “He’s in trouble. I know it. I’ve seen it.”
“I’ll get you some water,” said Maklavir kindly. He disappeared out the bedroom door. 
Joseph turned with a scowl. “Was there anything different this time? Anything at all?”
Kara gave a small shake of her head. “No.” She glanced up at Joseph. “It was terrible, Joseph. Every time I see it, I want to help to do something, but all I can do is watch as the town burns. There are bodies in the street, and howling in the air. And then I see him—”
“Kendril?” Joseph asked. His face twitched slightly. 
Kara looked long and hard at the pathfinder. “You still haven’t completely forgiven him for what happened in Vorten, have you?”
Joseph turned away. “I’ve come with you, haven’t I? Halfway across Zanthora, through war zones and bandit-infested roads.”
“I know,” said Kara quietly.
Joseph turned his head back around. “And all because of this vision of yours. To save him.”
“He’ll die if we don’t help him, Joseph.” Kara grabbed one of the loose blankets on the bed and wrapped it around herself. 
Joseph crossed his arms. “And how exactly do you know that?”
“I...don’t know,” Kara admitted. “But somehow I do. He needs us, Joseph. All of us.”
Joseph made a face. He turned his face to the window of the room. “I don’t think we owe Kendril anything, Kara.”
Kara brushed her straggly hair away from her face. “Listen to yourself, Joseph. Kendril is our friend.”
“Was my friend,” Joseph corrected in a low voice. 
“He’s still mine,” Kara said. “Even if you still blame him for what happened in Vorten, don’t you believe in the dream that Kendril had? The one with the Guardian, back in Merewith?”
Joseph gave a deep sigh. “I...don’t know anymore.”
Kara stared at him. She opened her mouth, but didn’t say anything.
“Here we are,” said Maklavir as he came back in the room with a pewter cup. “Drink slowly, Kara. Don’t spill.”
Kara took the cup from the diplomat with a grateful smile. “You’re so good to me, Maklavir.”
“Yes, well,” Maklavir said with a cough. “Nothing at all, really.”
“Well, we’re all awake now,” said Joseph. He turned from the window. “Perhaps we should talk about what out next move should be.”
Kara took a sip of the cold water. “There must be ships going from here to Redemption.” She pulled the blanket around her shoulders. “Can’t we find one and book passage?”
Joseph arched an eyebrow. “Booking passage costs money, and we don’t have a lot of that.”
Maklavir chuckled. “What else do you expect us to do, Joseph? Hole up here in Shawnor for Eru knows how long? How could we—?”
“What I’m worried about,” said Joseph slowly, “is getting to Redemption and getting caught in the middle of a war zone.”
Kara gave Joseph a hard look. “Kendril’s there, Joseph. He needs us—”
“You keep saying that,” Joseph said, his voice soft. “But if what that cart driver told us if true, Kendril sounds like he’s doing just fine.”
Maklavir leaned against one of the walls. “You’re not saying we should just leave him over in Jothland, are you old chap? Why, Kara’s dream—”
“We’ve been making a lot of decisions based on Kara’s dreams,” Joseph said. He looked down at the floor, as if ashamed. “Maybe...maybe it’s time we started thinking a bit more practically.”
The room was quiet for a long moment.
“I’m going to Redemption,” Kara said finally. There was a long pause. “With or without you, Joseph.”
Joseph bit his lip hard. He gave a fierce shake of his head. “You’re still healing, Kara. Let’s give it another week. Maybe two. Give us some time to make some extra money. I could—”
“Kendril needs us right now,” Kara exclaimed. She twisted the pewter mug in her hands. “He’s in danger, Joseph. We can’t afford to wait. Don’t you remember the oracle, Joseph?”
The pathfinder didn’t answer. He looked down at the floor. 
“I do,” said Kara in a trembling voice. “It’s in my head every day, burned into my brain with a hot brand. Fangs in the east.” She glanced at both men in the room. “That’s where it starts. In the east, in Jothland. At Redemption. I know it.”
The two men were silent. Joseph pulled uncomfortably at his beard.
Kara looked over at Maklavir. “You believe me, don’t you Maklavir?”
Joseph gave the diplomat a sharp look. 
Maklavir put his head back and closed his eyes with a sigh. Finally he gave a slow nod. “Yes, Kara.” He looked down at the woman. “Yes, I believe you. And I’ll come with you to Redemption.” He gave a lopsided smile. “Not that I’ll be much good in a battle against barbarians.”
Joseph looked up quickly, his face torn and anguished. “You’re...you’re not ready, Kara. You can’t even draw back a bow yet.”
Kara’s face flushed. She set the mug down on the table next to the bed. “I’m getting stronger all the time,” she protested. “It’s not fair to—”
“You can’t defend yourself,” Joseph continued, as if he hadn’t even heard Kara at all, “and you certainly can’t help Kendril. A week. That’s all I’m asking. Maybe two. Enough time for you to get your strength back, to—”
“You haven’t seen what I’ve seen, Joseph.” Kara threw back her blanket and stood to her full height. In her bare feet and crumpled nightgown, she looked strangely small next to the two men. “I see it every night. Sometimes when I’m awake. I know what’s going to happen. I can’t sit here and do nothing. I won’t.”
Joseph put a hand on Kara’s shoulder. “Kara—”
Kara brushed his hand off almost as quickly as it had been placed. “I’m not staying here, Joseph. I won’t let Kendril die.”
The room was filled with a tense silence for several seconds.
“I won’t see you die, Kara,” Joseph said quietly. “I already did once. And I can’t go through it again.” He turned for the door of the room.
Kara’s face quickly changed. She reached forward a hand. “Joseph, wait. I—”
Joseph disappeared out into the darkness of the hallway.
Kara shrank back against the bed.
Maklavir shuffled his feet uneasily for a moment. “It’s...late,” he said at last. “I should let you get back to bed. Grab some more sleep before daybreak.”
Kara lowered her head. She nodded.
Maklavir turned for the door. He wavered for a moment, then glanced back at the beautiful redhead. “Give Joseph time, Kara. He’ll come around. He always does.”
Kara lifted her head and gave a half-smile. The glint of tears was in her eyes. “Thanks, Maklavir. You’re always so optimistic.”
The diplomat gave a flourishing bow. “Just one of the many services I offer.” He exited the room and shut the door quietly behind him.
 
Maklavir poked the greasy eggs on his plate with a definite lack of enthusiasm. “These look quite...well done.”
Kara sat in the chair across the table from him. Her breakfast sat uneaten on the table in front of her. She stared forlornly at the door to the inn’s common room.
Maklavir put his fork down with a sigh. He noticed Kara’s pensive stare. “I say, are you quite all right?”
Kara blinked and shook her head. “What? Oh, yes. Just fine.” She picked up a lumpy biscuit and weighed it in her hand. “Where do you suppose Joseph went?”
Maklavir turned his attention to his food again. “I couldn’t quite say. He was gone when I woke up this morning.” He put a hand on his shoulder with a frown. “If there’s one thing I’m getting tired of, it’s sleeping on the ground.”
“Rough night?” Kara asked. Her eyes were still on the door of the common room.
“I’ll say.” Maklavir picked up his own biscuit. He gave it a skeptical glance, and then dunked it in his water. “Those floorboards were hard as stones. The fire went out a little after midnight, and it was practically freezing in here. And that merchant from Llewyllan snored all night long—”
“I’m sorry, Maklavir,” Kara said absently.
“I mean, it’s one thing to make a man sleep on the floor, but quite another to—” Maklavir looked up from his food, and noticed that Kara wasn’t even looking at him. He straightened in his chair. “You’re worried about him, I take it?”
“The way he left last night....” Kara looked over at Maklavir quickly. “You don’t suppose he’s—?”
“No,” said Maklavir with a firm shake of his head. “Not Joseph. You...know how committed he is to you.” He looked wearily down at his water. “I suppose it would be too much to expect a decent cup of tea in a place like this.”
Kara looked over at Maklavir, almost as if she was seeing the diplomat for the first time. “Maklavir?”
“Yes?” said Maklavir. He picked up his fork again, steeling himself for another go at the eggs.
“What were you and Joseph fighting about yesterday morning?”
Maklavir dropped his fork onto his plate with a loud clatter. He snatched it up again with a sheepish look. “Clumsy fingers,” he mumbled. 
“Maklavir?” Kara put both her hands on the table and narrowed her gaze. “What were you fighting about?”
Maklavir looked nervously towards the inn’s bar. “You know what, I’ll bet they might have some tea if I ask. Even coffee might—”
“Maklavir.” Kara’s eyes daggered into him. “What were you two fighting about?”
The diplomat leaned back in his chair. He rubbed sweaty palms against his trousers. “Oh, it was nothing, Kara. Silly, really. Just...a minor disagreement. Boys being boys.”
Kara gave a heavy sigh. She folded her hands on the table.
Maklavir rubbed nervously at his neck. “You’ve barely touched your food, Kara. Perhaps I can—”
Kara looked up, directly at the man across from him. “I think I know what is going on between the two of you.”
Maklavir didn’t move a muscle. “You...do?”
Kara looked over at the inn’s door again. “Yes. And I’ve noticed it too. It’s been hard not to over the last few weeks.”
Maklavir tried to swallow, but his mouth was bone dry. He set the fork back down on the table with a slightly trembling hand. “Yes, I see. I—” He rubbed his hands again on his pant legs. “Well, actually, I’ve been meaning to talk to you about that. About what Joseph and I were—” Maklavir’s face grew red. “Well, about what we were...fighting over yesterday—”
“Please, Maklavir.” Kara reached across the table and put her warm hand on top of Maklavir’s. “Let me speak first.”
Maklavir shut his mouth. 
Kara glanced at the inn’s front door again. “I know I was in that coma for a long time, after the Soulbinder was destroyed.”
Maklavir didn’t say anything.
Kara looked back over at him. “And I know that Joseph has...changed. He’s not quite the same man he was before, at least not the one that I remember. I think what happened in Vorten—” She paused for a moment, her face blanching. “What happened to me...affected him. He won’t say it, of course, and I know he doesn’t like to talk about it, but I think the whole experience shook him more than he wants to admit.”
Maklavir clasped his hands on the table. He still didn’t speak. 
Kara lowered her gaze to the tabletop. “I know that...that things have been tense between the two of you lately.”
Maklavir gave a small smile. “You could say that.”
Kara looked up at Maklavir with pleading emerald eyes. “Please, Maklavir. Give Joseph time. He’s still healing.” She put a hand unconsciously on her chest. “Just like me. Only with him it’s not physical.” She glanced again at the door, as if willing the pathfinder to appear. “It’s mental. Emotional.” She dropped her eyes. “Spiritual.” She looked at Maklavir again. “I know that’s why you two were fighting yesterday. And I know that’s why the two of you have been so cold to each other the last few weeks.” She tightened her grip on Maklavir’s hand. “Just...be extra patient with him, will you? For me.”
Maklavir felt suddenly cold. He looked down at his plate of half-eaten food. “You...really care about him, don’t you?” He took a breath and glanced up at Kara. “Joseph, I mean?”
Kara swept a strand of red hair out of her eyes. She looked shyly down at the table. “Of...course I do. I care about all of you. That’s why I’m trying to get to Redemption. Kendril needs our help.” She looked up at Maklavir. “When I lost Torin, I—” Her voice started to crack.
Maklavir waited patiently.
Kara looked away. There was a sparkle of tears in her eyes. “When I lost Torin,” she said slowly and deliberately, “I thought I would never have a family again. He was all I had left in the world, my only brother.” She looked back over at Maklavir and smiled. “But now...it feels like I have a family again. You and Kendril are like my brothers.”
Maklavir felt a sinking hole open up in his stomach. His eyes were fixed on Kara. He couldn’t take them off, couldn’t look away. “And Joseph?” he said at last. “Is he like a...brother to you too?”
Kara opened her mouth, but quickly shut it again. She just looked at Maklavir with a strange expression on her face. 
There was a long moment of silence between the two of them. 
“You...were going to tell me something,” said Kara in a small voice. “Before I interrupted you.”
Maklavir looked up suddenly, as if waking out of a dream. “Was I?” he said with a smile. “Was I indeed? You know, I really can’t remember what I was going to say now. Completely slipped my mind.” He sat back in his chair with a carefree expression on his face. “Can’t have been all that important, I imagine.”
Kara gave the man a searching glance. “Are...you sure you’re okay, Maklavir?”
“Okay?” Maklavir folded his hands together in front of him. “I’m absolutely marvelous.” He cocked his head. “I wouldn’t worry about Joseph, my dear. I’m sure the man will come around. We just need to give him more time.”
Kara nodded slowly, still gazing intently at Maklavir. “Yes.”
“Well,” said Maklavir as he tossed his napkin back on the table. “I for one plan on giving Joseph lots of grace, just like you suggested. I’m sure he’ll be back any moment now.”
Kara glanced down at Maklavir’s plate. “You’re all done?”
Maklavir looked at his food. “Yes. I have a stomach like a bird, I suppose.” He looked up at Kara with another smile. “Why don’t you head on upstairs. I’ll stay down here, keep a watch out for Joseph.”
Kara glanced anxiously at the door. “I suppose it would be nice to freshen up before we find a ship today.”
“Absolutely,” said Maklavir easily. “I’ll let you know when Joseph comes back.”
Kara got up from her seat. She crossed over to Maklavir and gave the diplomat a kiss on the cheek. “Thank you, Maklavir. For everything.”
“Don’t mention it,” Maklavir said.
Kara turned and disappeared up the staircase.
Maklavir sat in his chair, staring forlornly at the fire. The flames crackled and danced around the large log that lay in the hearth.
“Sir?” A buxom, pretty wench appeared at Maklavir’s side. She gestured to Kara’s plate. “Is your wife all done with her breakfast?”
Maklavir stared at the attractive woman for a moment, as if shaking himself out of a fog. “Wife?” he said at last, slipping once more into his easy smile. “Hardly. More like a...sister, really.”
The wench gave Maklavir an understanding smile. She took Kara’s plate and silverware.
Maklavir ran his eyes up and down the young woman’s shapely form. “I don’t suppose you have any tea at all?”
The wench glanced back at him. “I could certainly check, sir. Are you enjoying your breakfast?” She gave a flirtatious smile. “I made the eggs myself.”
“Did you?” Maklavir leaned forward in his chair. There was a predatory glint in his eyes. “Well, they were absolutely smashing.”
The woman giggled. “Thanks.”
“Here,” said Maklavir as he pushed back his chair and stood. “Allow me to help you with these.” He grabbed one of the plates off the table.
“Oh, no sir,” said the serving wench quickly, “it wouldn’t be proper. It’s my job to—”
“Nonsense,” said Maklavir firmly. “A gentleman always helps a woman.” He gave a roguish grin. “Especially one as lovely as yourself.”
The woman blushed deeply and giggled again.
“Now,” said Maklavir as he hefted the dishes. “Lead the way to the kitchen, my dear.”
 
Kara picked up the long bow. 
It was a little smaller than the one she had had before, the weapon that she had used ever since her time as part of her brother’s bandit gang in the Howling Woods. Still, it seemed to be well-designed, with a good draw-weight to it. She had found it in Badera, just outside of the city of Rella. Her old bow, the one she had had for years, had been lost in the fires of Vorten. 
The weapon felt deceptively light in her hand. Kara put a finger to the string, and plucked.
A sharp twang filled the room.
Kara took a deep breath. She extended out the long bow in her left hand, then grasped the string with her right. She aimed the unloaded weapon at the far wall of the inn’s bedroom. 
This time, she could do it. She would do it. 
Kara breathed out through her mouth. She pulled back the string.
It moved back, easily at first, then slowed as it hit resistance.
Kara felt the familiar burn of pain across her chest. She ignored it and kept pulling.
The string moved further back. The bow creaked.
Kara’s arm began to tremble. The pain in her chest flared and sharpened, like a knife was being stabbed into her. 
She released the string with a sobbing gasp, letting it fall slowly into its ready position.
She hadn’t even gotten the bow drawn to the anchor point. If it had been loaded, it never would have fired accurately. 
Kara sank down onto the bed, the bow still in her hand. She stared morosely at the floor of the room. 
“Give yourself time,” said a quiet voice from the doorway. “You’ll heal.”
Kara looked over, startled. 
Joseph stood in the doorway. The brown greatcoat and broad-brimmed hat he always wore were speckled with rain. 
“It’s been a month,” Kara said. Her voice sounded small in her own ears. “A month and I can’t even draw a bow.” She shook her head. “You’re right, Joseph. I’m useless. What help am I going to be to Kendril, or to anyone else for that matter?”
Joseph came into the room. He took off his hat and tossed it onto the bed. “I never said you were useless.”
Kara gave a bitter smile. She put a hand to her chest and gently rubbed it. “Did you see Maklavir? He was waiting down in the common room for you.”
Joseph gave a short shake of his head. “Didn’t see him.”
“That’s odd.” Kara glanced over at Joseph. “Look, Joseph, about what happened last night. I just wanted to say—”
Joseph held up a hand. In it were three small, brown pieces of paper.
Kara frowned. “What are those?”
“Tickets,” came Joseph’s laconic reply. “We leave on the evening tide. For Redemption.”
 



Chapter 4
 
The early morning sky was red with smoke.
The chanting and wailing of the barbarian women had grown even louder, and the eerie pipes still played relentlessly from somewhere just out of sight in the woods beyond the Wall. It sounded as if all the ghosts of the dead were keening at once.
“Sir!” Sergeant Dyke grabbed Captain Lockhart and physically dragged him back a few steps. 
Surprised, and halfway through reloading his pistol, Lockhart glanced around wildly. 
The northern watchtower gave a crackling series of cracks. The wooden supports began to give way in the heat of the flames that were eating the entire structure. With a thunderous boom, the watchtower crashed forward over the Wall in a flurry of embers and scattering sparks. A wall of smoke erupted from where it fell.
A howl of triumph came from the barbarians on the other side of the Wall. A warrior climbed over the burning palisade, a spear clutched tightly in his hands. 
One of the dragoons dropped to his knees and shot the Jombard through the head at point blank range. 
Another Jombard appeared through the flames and smoke of the fallen watchtower. He was followed quickly by two more. All came running forward, heedless of the blazing fire, swirling smoke, and falling pieces of wood. 
Lockhart retreated a step or two down the turf escarpment. He drew his sword. 
Two shots sounded out from the milefort below. 
Two of the Jombards spun and fell.
Dyke stepped forward and lowered a pistol. He took careful aim and fired.
The third Jombard dropped. His war cry died on his lips. 
Hangman’s Hill was falling. The palisade was burning fiercely. Already the south watchtower was an inferno of flame and smoke. It was leaning heavily to one side, ready to fall any minute. Heedless of the flames and churning smoke, the Jombards were crawling over the blazing remnants of the wooden palisade. Some fell back screaming into the trench beyond the escarpment, their bodies covered with fire. For each that did, however, two more were climbing and hacking their way through the remains of the Wall. 
Lockhart blinked smoke out of his eyes. He glanced back at his men.
The dragoons were retreating into the milefort. So far they were still in good order, but they were about to be overrun by more Jombards than they could possibly battle. 
And still no significant reinforcements. Thirty minutes before another squad of dragoons had arrived from the nearest milefort to the north, but that had been nowhere near enough to curtail the barbarian attack. 
Hangman’s Hill was lost. If the breakthrough wasn’t contained, it could mean a tidal wave of barbarians flooding through the gap.
Lockhart swung his head back towards the burning palisade.
The Jombards were coming. There seemed to be scores of them left, all with crazed looks in their eyes and wolf skins on their heads. 
“Sound the retreat,” Lockhart shouted to Dyke. Sergeant Madison was dead, his body lost amid the flames and smoke of the palisade barrier. 
Dyke nodded, one fearful eye on the approaching Jombards. 
Lockhart hurried down the steps into the milefort.
The dragoons were piling up a makeshift barrier. With the palisade penetrated, there was now nothing between the steps of the escarpment and the courtyard of the milefort. The Jombards would be on them in seconds. 
“Get the mounts,” Lockhart thundered. He waved his sword for emphasis. “Regroup at the Rest. Go.”
“Sir!” A dragoon came around an overturned table. “The mounts have bolted, sir.” He pointed around towards the open gates of the milefort, and the empty stables. There were only a few stray nags in the courtyard, their eyes wide with fear at the smell of smoke and blood. 
Lockhart stopped short. He swallowed a rising string of curses. 
In all the confusion, there had been no one to watch the horses or secure them in the stables. Every hand had been needed on the Wall the moment they arrived at the besieged fort, and the stable boy had long since fled.
“Sir,” Dyke shouted over the wailing cries of the barbarians. “We can make our stand here!” He lifted his sword as if to prove the point. 
Lockhart ran a quick eye over his men. 
There were about fifteen of them left. Almost all were wounded or burned in some manner. Lockhart himself was bleeding from a nasty gash in his arm that he was trying hard to ignore. 
The barbarians were skilled in hand-to-hand combat, and equipped for it. The dragoons would get perhaps one volley, and then it would be sword work against an enemy that outnumbered them several to one. 
It was suicide.
“Sir?” said Dyke. Blood ran down his cheek from a nasty cut. 
Lockhart tightened his grip on his sword. 
They couldn’t go back. There was nowhere to go. They needed to make a stand, here in the milefort. Try to buy as much time as they possibly could. 
“Hold,” Lockhart said. “Prepare to fire a volley on my order. Have the men—” he paused mid-sentence, his eyes riveted on the burning remains of the palisade wall.
Something massive was emerging through the smoke and fire.
The barbarians began to chant even louder. 
Harnathu...Harnathu...Harnathu....
“Eru save us,” Dyke whispered.
A beast in human shape came through the curling smoke. It was huge, at least eight feet tall, with a massive axe held in each of its clawed hands. Gray and black fur covered its body. Yellow eyes glowed in its wolf-shaped face. 
At first Lockhart thought it was another wolf skin helmet, similar to what the other barbarians were wearing. Then he realized the horrible, impossible truth.
It was a werewolf. Eight feet of bristling muscles, claws, and fangs. 
“That’s...not possible,” Lockhart stammered.
The barbarians gave a keening cry, stamping their spear shafts against the ground. 
The werewolf opened its mouth and howled.
The sound was chilling. Lockhart felt every ounce of courage drain out of him, like water through a hole. 
The dragoons began to flee. They ran screaming, throwing down their carbines and covering their ears. 
Dyke looked wildly at the fleeing troopers. He grabbed Lockhart by the arm. “Sir!”
Lockhart stared at the massive man-beast in terrified fascination. It was an abomination of nature, something so obscene that its very existence seemed to pull apart the threads of his sanity. 
Dyke pulled harder. “Sir! The men are running!”
Lockhart couldn’t take his eyes off the monster. His body felt frozen, paralyzed. 
It was over. There was no way that mortal men could fight a thing like that. The Jombards had breached the Wall. They would pour through the gap, burn Redemption to the ground, slaughter the people—
The werewolf stepped forward. It growled, quickening its pace as it raised the axes in both claws. 
Lockhart ran.
He stumbled down the last few steps of the escarpment, filled with a blind, unreasoning terror. Even as he ran his mind screamed at himself to stop, to hold his ground and die like a soldier of Arbela. 
But with the smell of smoke, the roar of the flames and chanting of the Jombards in his ears, and the knowledge that the werewolf was behind him...he couldn’t stop, couldn’t turn to face his doom. 
Lockhart ran out of the southern gate of the milefort. He had lost his pistol somewhere along the way, though his sword was somehow still in his hand. In front of him he spotted the fleeing dragoons. Most had thrown away their weapons and were running for their very lives. 
Long grass whipped by Lockhart’s knees. The cold morning air was heavy with the smell of burning wood. He continued to run, not caring what was in front of him. He glanced back over his shoulder.
Jombards poured out of the southern gate, hollering and shrieking in victory. The milefort was already beginning to burn.
Lost. All was lost.
Then a bugle sounded.
Lockhart slowed, his mind slowly coming back to its senses. The bugle call was sharp and clear, sounding over the rolling drums and wails of the barbarians women. 
The bugle sounded again.
Lockhart swung his head around to the south. 
The hill before him sloped gradually downwards. On either side of Military Way the countryside was clear and covered with grass, broken only by the occasional rock and stray tree. In the growing light of dawn, Lockhart could see the grass waving gently in the morning breeze.
And there were figures below, about two hundred yards away. It was a line of horsemen, stretched out across the road and on either side of it.
Lockhart squinted, trying to see by the first light of the rising sun. 
A banner snapped and crackled above the heads of the rider in the wind. The riders themselves wore steel cuirasses and open-face helmets, as well as the tough leather buff coats that Lockhart’s dragoons wore. The rising sun glinted and shone off their armor. There looked to be at least a hundred of them. A full troop.
The rider at the head of the formation raised a sword in the air. The bugle sounded again.
The horsemen began to move forward at a trot. 
Reinforcements. At last. Lockhart felt the first glimmer of hope again.
Then he remembered the werewolf. 
The dragoons had halted, staring through sleep-starved eyes at the advancing line of cavalry. 
Lockhart looked back behind him. 
The barbarians had halted, too. They were staring at the oncoming troopers. 
The werewolf-chieftain gave a bone-rattling roar. 
The barbarian warriors began to organize themselves, forming into a ragged line. Wicker shields were raised, and spears were readied. 
The cavalry continued to trot forward. The pace of the horses quickened slightly. The slanting rays of the rising sun gleamed off drawn sabers and rapiers. 
“Hold up!” Captain Lockhart shouted. His head was clearing, and the terror he had felt just moments before was evaporating. He raised his sword. “Dragoons, reform!”
His dragoons turned and looked around at him. They had stopped running, even though most of them had no weapons.
The cavalry merged into a gallop. The thunder of their hooves pounding on the grassy turf of the hill reverberated through Lockhart’s body. 
The bugle sounded again. 
The werewolf-chieftain bellowed in anger. He raised both axes over his head, as if daring the riders to attack.
Lockhart’s dragoons cowered in the grass. They were caught between the pounding approach of the cavalry troopers and the Jombards.
Captain Lockhart lifted his sword. He raised his voice to be heard over the tumult. “When the riders pass, assault the enemy with whatever weapon you have at hand. Sergeant Dyke, take the right. I’ll take the left.”
“Yes, sir,” Dyke said as he reloaded his pistol. His face was still pale with fear.
Lockhart looked up again. 
The approaching riders were nearly on top of them. The horses were going at full gallop. Their approach was fearsome, and even though Lockhart knew he was not their intended target, he felt his heart drop as the line of cavalry drew closer by the second. 
The werewolf roared. It beat the blades of the axes together above its head. 
The other Jombards did not look so confident. The line of barbarians seemed to waver. Some of the woad-covered warriors cast anxious glances back and forth amongst themselves. Some began to shift ever so slightly back in the direction of the milefort.
With a sound like a roaring river, the line of cavalry swept past Lockhart and his men. Dirt and grass were kicked up into the air by the horses’ hooves. The riders passed so close that Lockhart could see their faces and the wheelock pistols that were tucked into the holsters at their belts. The banner snapped and furled in the wind. It bore the device of a black raven on a white field. 
The lead rider galloped right past Lockhart. His armor shone bright like a mirror, and several flintlock pistols were tucked within easy reach around his belt. But it was his rapier that caught Lockhart’s eye. The weapon’s hilt flashed golden in the morning sun, and blue and green jewels sparkled and blazed where they were set around the hilt. The blade itself was tapered and long, gleaming like a shaft of moonlight. 
And then the line of cavalry was gone, charging directly towards the line of barbarians. 
Lockhart lifted his sword. “At them, boys!” He charged forward in the wake of the horses, not looking to see whether Dyke and the others were following him or not. But the ragged cheer that he heard behind him gave him some hope that they were.
The werewolf threw back its bestial head and howled angrily. Then it threw aside its axes and leapt forward, bounding along on all fours as it bared its fangs. 
The lead rider maneuvered his horse. He headed straight for the oncoming monster. 
Lockhart felt his heart jump with a sudden, inexplicable thrill. It was like watching a vaunted knight of legend jousting with a dragon. The lead rider was bearing right at the abomination, the same werewolf that had struck unreasoning fear in both Lockhart and his men.
It was then, in that moment, that Lockhart knew who the horseman was.
The barbarians began to chant, but their voices were lost in the pounding of the horses’ hooves.
A roaring cheer sounded from the line of the oncoming cavalry. They slammed at full gallop into the uneven line of barbarian warriors. 
The scene quickly became one of blood, chaos, and screaming. Rapiers flashed in the sunlight and whistled through the air as they chopped and stabbed. Horses screamed and kicked with hooves. Pistol shots went off one after the other, spitting smoke and death at point blank range into the barbarians. The grass was quickly filled with blood and the mutilated bodies of the Jombard warriors. 
But Lockhart’s attention was only briefly distracted by the sheer ferocity of the slaughter that the cavalrymen were inflicting on the Jombards. In front of him, the lead rider and the werewolf met in an open space of grass in front of the gates of the milefort.
The rider did not slow his mount. He galloped forward as straight as an arrow, his rapier lowered and pointed to strike. 
The werewolf barreled forward with an unearthly howl. It looked even more now like a demon from the Void itself, its fur dark against the green grass, its eyes burning like torches. 
At the last moment possible, the rider whipped out a pistol in his free hand.
The werewolf launched himself forward into the air, claws and fangs poised to strike. 
The rider’s pistol cracked out in the morning air.
The shot struck the werewolf square in the chest. The force of the hit knocked the beast back into the ground. It rolled twice in the grass, and gave a fearsome bellow of rage. 
The rider reined in his horse. He tossed the spent pistol to the ground and reached for another. 
The werewolf was on its feet again in a flash. It pounced with an earth-shaking roar.
Lockhart could only watch, stunned into inaction.
A second pistol appeared in the rider’s hand. 
The werewolf crashed into the panicked horse.
The pistol sounded off just as the horse and rider slammed to the ground in an eruption of dirt, grass, and hooves. 
The werewolf brought both its clawed paws down on the struggling, kicking mass of horse and rider. 
The horse gave a hideous scream. Steaming blood spurted upwards into the air. 
Lockhart felt his heart hammer into his chest. Without thinking he raised his own sword, ready to charge forward and avenge the fallen rider.
But then, impossibly, the rider was standing beside the werewolf, seemingly unharmed.
Lockhart blinked, not believing his own eyes. For anyone to move that fast, especially laden down with armor—
The werewolf was fast, too. It spun to meet the new threat.
The rider’s blade flashed forward in a humming arc of steel. 
Lockhart watched, spellbound. 
The rapier sliced through the werewolf’s arm at the elbow, cutting through it as if it had been made of soft butter. 
The beast lurched back. It gave another howl, this time filled with as much pain as anger. The stump of its arm fountained blood. 
Lockhart stared in amazement. He had never seen a sword cut so effortlessly. The blade had to be forged of the finest Balneth steel, a metal so honed and valued that it was considered almost magical.
The rider swung again, whipping the sword at the beast in a dazzling sweep of shining steel. 
The edge slashed the werewolf across its chest.
The beast roared, then struck out a claw in a lightning-quick move.
The blow impacted hard against the rider’s chest, causing a ringing sound that echoed across the open hill. He flew backwards and crashed on top of the dead horse.
Lockhart started forward again, already knowing he was too far away to help.
The werewolf lifted both hands over its head, determined to bring both down in a crushing blow on the man who dared to oppose him.
The rider gave a shout and slashed forward with his rapier. The blade drove deep into the werewolf’s chest, the blood-stained tip protruding out the creature’s back. 
The werewolf halted, its arms still over it head. Its eyes seemed to widen. Pink foam frothed from its mouth.
In one deft motion the rider withdrew his sword from the werewolf’s body, then swiped it through the beast’s neck in a two-handed swing. 
The werewolf tumbled to the ground, its head disconnected from its body. 
The barbarians, what few of them there were left after the shattering cavalry attack, gave a great cry of dismay. They turned and began to flee back towards the milefort and the burning wall. 
“Cut them down!” the rider called. He wiped the blood off his rapier with a cloth rag, then motioned with his hand towards the fleeing Jombards. “Don’t leave any alive.”
Lockhart came running up to the rider, breathless. 
Instinctively the man raised his rapier, the glistening point aimed at Lockhart’s throat.
Lockhart stopped cold, and raised both hands to show he meant no harm. “Captain Lockhart,” he said. “Northhampton’s Dragoon Regiment.”
The man lowered his sword. “Of course. My apologies, Captain.”
“Think nothing of it,” Lockhart said. This close he could see that the sword’s hilt was twisted into the shape of a peacock, and set with beautiful green and blue gems. “I owe you a debt of gratitude. If it hadn’t been for you and your men—” he let the sentence hang unfinished.
The rider gave a weary nod. He unlatched his helmet and pulled it off, revealing a mass of dark and sweaty hair. Half of his face was covered with twisted red burns. The cuirass he wore was dented and rent from the werewolf’s clawed strike. “We need to secure the Wall,” he said. “Get that fire put out and rebuild the palisade. The barbarians will come again.”
Lockhart glanced down at the carcass of the werewolf. He was surprised to see that the bestial form was gone, replaced by the headless body of the barbarian chieftain he had seen earlier in the battle. “That...was impressive,” he said stiltedly. 
The man gave a wry half-smile. “Not the first one I’ve killed.”
Lockhart didn’t doubt of it. For he already knew that this was the general of the Redemption militia, the Hammer of the Jombards, the Demonbane who had slain the goddess Indigoru at Vorten and single-handedly closed the gate to the Void. 
It was Kendril, Lord Ravenbrook.
 
The palisade was in ruins, a smoking heap of burnt and charred woods. Embers still danced and floated over the remains. Smoke drifted upwards from the ruin, a dark smudge against the cloudy sky.
A light rain had started to fall, which had helped to put out the fire. The falling drops sizzled as they struck the red-hot remains of the wooden wall. Bodies still covered the ground in the grass outside the milefort. More dead Jombard warriors, some burnt beyond recognition, filled the trench beyond the destroyed palisade.
The bodies of the fallen Jombards were being piled in a large heap beyond the gates of the milefort. The ravens were already settling on the corpses, flapping away in a great squawking flock whenever another body was thrown on the pile. 
Kendril strode up the steps of the turf embankment towards the destroyed palisade. He cast a critical eye over the damage. “The Jombards could come again,” he said over his shoulder. “Captain Beckett, post fifty men here to guard the gap until the palisade is rebuilt.”
“Yes, sir.” A huge man with a bushy red beard and wearing the insignia of a captain in the militia strode up behind Kendril. He was dressed in the buff coat and cuirass of the cavalry, but instead of a helmet he wore a coonskin hat on his head. “With your permission, I’d like to take charge here myself.”
Kendril gave a satisfied nod. “I was hoping you would.” He gave a charred piece of wood a kick. Ashes puffed up into the air. “We need to get some kind of basic defense up again here.” He pointed across the line of the turf embankment. “Start with wooden stakes. If you can get some platforms up where the watchtowers were, post snipers. I’ll get a cannon out to you as soon as I can round one up.”
Captain Beckett rolled his shoulders. It was clear he was itching to get the heavy cuirass off as soon as possible. “What about that old pop-gun the last group of Calbraithans brought in? It’s just sitting back at Stockade.”
Kendril gave a short shake of his head. “That old thing’s so rusted I’m afraid it’ll burst at the first shot.” He turned back to Beckett. “I’ll get you a proper cannon, even if I have to steal one from the Arbelans.”
Beckett gave a snort as he looked over the destroyed palisade. “Some regulars they turned out to be. If we hadn’t come when we did—”
“That’s enough, Captain,” said Kendril shortly. “They were outnumbered and taken by surprise. They held out longer than most would have against such odds.”
Beckett straightened at the rebuke. “Yes, sir. Of course.”
Kendril kept one hand on the hilt of his sheathed rapier. He peered out towards the dark woods past the burnt remnants of the Wall. “They’ll come again.”
Beckett spat on the ground. “Sure as rain they will, sir.”
“When they do,” Kendril continued in a quiet voice, “you hold the line here as long as you can. I’ll get reinforcements to you.”
“I feel I should remind you, Lord Ravenbrook,” came a voice from behind them, “that the Wall and its defense are the charge of the Arbelan government.”
Kendril and Beckett turned to see Captain Lockhart climbing the steps up to the turf wall. 
“Yeah,” Beckett mumbled through his beard, “and look where that got us, you stuck-up—”
“Beckett,” said Kendril under his breath.
The giant militiaman held his tongue.
Lockhart reached the top of the embankment. “My dragoons can hold this section, General.”
Beckett let out a guffaw.
Kendril gave his subordinate a cutting glance before turning his attention back to Lockhart. “I’m sure you’ll agree, Captain, that given the circumstances it is in both of our interests to work together here.”
“That’s not what I heard,” said Lockhart, his head held high. “Hangman’s Hill still falls under the protection of the Arbelan Protectorate, and Northampton’s Dragoon Regiment has been assigned to man it.” He gave the fuming Beckett a sidelong glance. “With respect, that means that I still have command here at Hangman’s Hill, not Captain Beckett.”
Beckett flexed the fingers on his calloused hands, as if he were going to reach out and strangle the dragoon captain. “Why you insufferable piece of—”
“And I should remind you, Captain,” said Kendril icily, “that Arbela is a long ways from here.”
Lockhart stood his ground. “I hardly see how that matters.”
Kendril mused for a moment in silence. His eyes gazed steadily at Captain Lockhart. “Fair enough,” he said finally. “Captain Beckett, you and your men will answer to Captain Lockhart while you’re at Hangman’s Hill.”
“You’re twisting my beard,” Beckett rumbled. “If you think that I’ll—”
“I think,” said Kendril quickly, “that you’ll follow my orders, Captain.”
Beckett straightened. He gave a reluctant salute. “Yes, sir.”
“Now, Captain Lockhart,” said Kendril in the same quiet tone, “do you have any issue with my posting Beckett and these cavalry troopers here at Hangman’s Hill for the time being?”
Lockhart gave a slow shake of his head. “No.”
“I think you forgot something, Captain,” Kendril said again. His body hadn’t moved, nor had his voice changed, but there was a flash in his dark eyes. 
Lockhart remembered the way he had seen Lord Ravenbrook dispatch the werewolf. He took a deep breath. “No, sir.”
Kendril nodded. “I’ll contact Yearling and inform him that militia cavalry have been posted here for the time being. And Captain Beckett here will be sending me updates on your progress in rebuilding the Wall.”
Beckett gave Lockhart a big, toothy grin. 
“Yes, sir.” Lockhart bit back the response he wanted to give. 
“Very well.” Kendril turned his head and glanced out at the dark forest again. His face wore a grim look. 
Captain Beckett lowered his voice. “Are you hurt, sir?”
Kendril glanced down and noticed that he had been unconsciously rubbing the dented cuirass he wore. He gave a quick shake of his head. “Just some bruises.” He returned his gaze to the east. 
Lockhart followed Kendril’s stare. “They threw everything they had at us, sir, and we stopped them cold.”
Kendril didn’t answer for a long moment. At last he spoke, in the same quiet tone as before. “The Jombards haven’t even begun to throw everything they have at us, Captain.”
 



Chapter 5
 
A fight had broken out among the barbarians.
Two men, each with weapons drawn, paced around each other warily, looking for an opening in the other’s guard. One, a Jombard from the northern tribes, was already bleeding from his nose. The other, a Jombard chieftain from one of the eastern tribes, was grinning in anticipation of more blood. Each man was huge, covered with scar tissue and bulging muscles. 
A crowd of screaming, cheering Jombards had already surrounded the two, forming a ring of spectators. Dogs ran around between the shouting barbarians, barking and yelping as they searched for stray bones and bits of meat abandoned from the nearby tables. The barbarian women were just as violent and active as the men, shrieking curses and throwing stones. Some had already drawn daggers.
It was a disaster waiting to happen. Depending on the result of this little brawl, two of the Jombard tribes could very well get into an all-out battle that could spill over into the rest of the camp. It was the kind of thing that so easily destroyed these fragile alliances among the pagan peoples of Rothland, who were more used to fighting each other than working together for a common cause.
The first Jombard warrior spat blood from his mouth onto the moss-covered stones under his feet. He growled a warning. 
The second Jombard, the chieftain from the east, gave a croaking laugh. He lifted a greataxe in both hands with a grin.
The first Jombard hurled himself forward in a fury, his sword held high to strike. 
Bronwyn didn’t look to see what happened next. She walked past the ruckus, very deliberately keeping her face forward and her expression calm. She threaded her way carefully between overturned stools, puddles of spilled beer, and long wooden tables.
A thunder of cheers came from the circle of barbarians to Bronwyn’s left. 
She studiously ignored it. And tried to ignore the hammering of her heart in her chest.
The day was well under way, but here in the Hall of the Stone Trees it was cold. It was always cold here, or at least it seemed cold. Whether that was because of all the stone that filled the place, or because of a magic that was too deep and ancient to remember, or something else entirely, Bronwyn did not know. 
She suspected, especially in the deep of night when she could not sleep, and the darkness seemed to stare right back at her, that the coldness was due to all the souls of the dead that still lingered in this place. For the Hall of the Stone Trees was also a place of blood and sorrow. It had been ever since before anyone could remember. 
The ancient Rajathans had built it long ago, back when Jothland had been the heart of their empire. Then the Hall had been a great temple, perhaps the great temple of their domains. Even now, after centuries of wind, rain, and decay, it was an awe-inspiring sight.
In her more heretical moments, Bronwyn found herself wishing that she could see it as it had once been, before the first great Despair and the coming of the Seteru into Zanthora. 
Massive pillars, carved in the shape and style of trees, flanked the walls on either side, and stretched for more than a hundred feet into the air. The vaulted ceiling had partially collapsed in places, leaving piles of rubble and stone on the huge antechamber below. Moss, ivy, and vegetation of all sorts grew up through the cracks of the stone, giving the Hall a strangely arboreal look. Sunlight streamed in through the huge holes in the ceiling. Birds flitted around in the stone arches of the expansive rafters and buttresses above, twittering and chirping endlessly. Their cries echoed in the vast expanse of hall. 
Behind Bronwyn came the clang of metal on metal, and another screaming cheer from the crowd of onlookers. She kept walking.
Statues had once lined either side of the hall. Over time they had been defaced and vandalized by worshippers of the Seteru, so that now none of their features remained. 
It was ironic to consider the depths to which this place, once considered so holy by the Rajathans, had fallen over the centuries. This had once been a huge hall filled with the smell of incense and burning sacrifice, echoing with the chants of priests and the murmured prayers of petitioners. Now it was filled with the stench of human filth and sweat, and echoed with the harsh cries of barbarians.
Still, whenever Bronwyn chanced to glance up at the vastness of the ancient temple, she found it hard to restrain a shiver of awe at the majesty of the lost Rajathans.
The Great Fang had made the Hall of the Stone Trees his temporary residence. All the Jombard tribes of Rothland, at least those who were wise enough to fear his power, had come at his summons. Even some of the Hagar from the Wastelands to the far north had come, eager for spoil and war. 
But still, the cracks in this temporary alliance were starting to show. It had been almost a month now with nothing but setbacks and defeats to show for the attacks against the Wall to the west. The Great Fang was biding his time, but the other barbarian chieftains were starting to grow impatient and restless.
It would not be long before the barbarians in the camp were at each other’s throats. 
Bronwyn reached the start of the huge stone stairs. They led up to the ruined area that had once been the temple’s high altar. 
Two burly Jombards, each wearing a wolf skin over his head, crossed spears to block her path. 
“The Great Fang has not summoned you,” one said. His voice was low, like the growl of an animal.
Bronwyn gave both men a diffident, almost unconcerned look. “Tell him,” she said with intentional slowness, “that my audience with him is a matter of urgency.”
The two warriors exchanged looks. 
The first snarled at Bronwyn, but moved his spear. “Remain here,” he ordered. “I will seek the Fang’s will.”
Bronwyn said nothing. The Jombards of the Great Fang’s tribe spoke almost as if he were some kind of a god.
The barbarian disappeared up the stone steps. 
Bronwyn stood, waiting with a patience she did not feel. Behind her came more shouts and screams from the fight. She found herself idly wondering which man would win, and which would be food for the dogs before nightfall. 
The Jombard warrior reappeared. “The Great Fang will see you,” he said gruffly. 
Bronwyn gave a bow of her head and a condescending smile. “You are too kind.” She traipsed past the two guards and up the steps.
The area at the top of the steps was in shadow, a recess at the rear of what had once been the huge nave of the temple. Even though it was day, torches burned in stands around the perimeter of the chamber, casting an orange and flickering glow. A large, round wooden table stood in the center of the room. It was covered with maps drawn on the hides of animals, as well as a silver bowl filled with fruit. Behind the table a large, throne-like chair had been set up.
The Great Fang sat there.
Bronwyn stopped at the entrance to the shadowy chamber, taken aback once more by the sight of the Jombard chieftain.
He was huge, a head taller than even the largest of the Jombard warriors that followed him. Blue tattoos covered his naked chest and half his face, swirling in loops and spirals that seemed to defy logic. His face was clean-shaven, his eyes dark and bright. His hair was reddish-brown, pulled into a large braided top knot. He wore a golden torque shaped like a wolf round his neck, golden bracers that were also shaped like wolves, and plaid trousers. His skin was covered with white scars, the evidence of countless past battles and conflicts. 
Bronwyn took a breath. She knew just how dangerous the Great Fang was. The only reason the Jombard tribes were not yet fighting each other outright was because they feared him more than each other. 
Two half-naked Jombard women slouched on either side of the Great Fang’s throne. They looked coldly at Bronwyn as she approached. To the left of the table was another Jombard chieftain, a man from one of the eastern tribes. Bronwyn recognized him immediately. His name was Odgar. He was a fearsome warrior and the right hand of the Fang.
The Great Fang didn’t move from his throne. His dark eyes watched Bronwyn keenly.
Bronwyn bowed low. “Thank you for granting me an audience, Great Fang.”
“Bronwyn.” The Jombard’s voice was a purring growl. “Speak.”
Bronwyn smoothed her long dark robe, and tried her best not to look flustered. There was something about the Great Fang that unnerved her, even though she had stood in the very presence of the blessed Seteru. “I come with counsel,” she said, raising her voice a little. “The Seteru have spoken to me.”
The Great Fang waved away one of the fawning women. “Really? And tell me, Bronwyn, what do the Seteru say?”
Bronwyn moved casually to the table. She tried her best to keep her movements aloof and unconcerned. “They urge an attack. They are hungry for blood, hungry for the slaughter of all who oppose them and deny them worship.” She glanced suddenly at the Fang. “It is time to attack the Wall.”
The Great Fang chuckled. The sound was low and deep, more beast-like than human.
Bronwyn straightened, her face flushing slightly. “I would remind you, Great Fang, that I was there at Vorten. I watched the door to the Void open. I stood in the presence of the glorious goddess Indigoru—”
“Yes, yes,” said the Great Fang. “Indigoru.” He reached down and picked up an apple that lay on a silver plate next to his chair. “She is weak.”
Bronwyn was so shocked for a moment that she could not speak. She gave the Fang a determined glance. “You should be careful not to speak blasphemy against—”
“Please.” The Jombard chieftain took a bite of the apple. “Spare me your protestations, witch. Indigoru had her chance at Vorten. She could have made all of Rothland run red with blood. The goddess failed.” He took another bite, and chewed thoughtfully. “You failed.”
Bronwyn squeezed her hand slowly on the table’s edge until her knuckles showed white. “The Wall still stands,” she said quietly. “Redemption still stands. The Seteru are losing patience with you. So are your men.” She glanced back at the steps leading down towards the cavernous nave. “If they do not taste the blood of victory soon, they will taste the blood of each other.”
Odgar raised his head, his blue eyes examining Bronwyn carefully. “The witch is right. The northern tribes are growing restless. Things could come to blows.”
Bronwyn inclined her head towards the steps again. “They already have. It will only get worse from here.” She put both her hands on the table, and stared straight at the Fang with a confidence that she did not feel. “What are you waiting for, Great Fang? Strike now, while the iron is hot. We may not get a second chance.”
“Bronwyn, Bronwyn.” The Great Fang rose suddenly from his throne. Both of the women slunk away instantly, like startled pigeons from a stalking cat. “You are not the only one who listens to the Seteru.”
Bronwyn tried not to show her surprise. Did the Great Fang have a witch of his own? It was not impossible. A woman from one of the northern tribes, perhaps, a seer or soothsayer of some kind? If so, Bronwyn needed to find out exactly who it was. Accidents were known to happen in a camp like this. 
“And what,” Bronwyn said slowly, “do the Seteru tell you, O Great Fang?”
The Great Fang stretched his mighty frame. His muscles rippled under his bronzed and tattooed skin. “Indigoru had her chance at Vorten. She was insufficient. Now it is time for blood. For fire. For war.”
Bronwyn swallowed. Not many worshippers of the Seteru would dare speak of any of the pagan gods as the Great Fang was doing. “You were not at Vorten,” Bronwyn said, trying to keep her voice level and cool. “You did not see—”
“No,” the Great Fang interrupted. “I was not at Vorten. If I had, things would have been different.” He moved down towards the table, his body as lithe and powerful as a panther’s.
It was all Bronwyn could do to not shrink back as the Jombard chieftain approached her. He could have easily snapped her in two with his bare hands. “Great Fang,” she said, trying to start over, “I know that you—”
“You know nothing.” The comment was not a rebuke, simply a calm statement of fact. The Great Fang turned his dark eyes directly on Bronwyn. “I want him, Bronwyn. The one who slew Indigoru and closed the gate at Vorten. The one they call Demonbane. He is my trophy, my prize.”
It was so still Bronwyn could hear her own heart pounding in her ears. “Kendril?”
The Great Fang gave a thin, merciless smile. He put a hand down on one of the skin-maps and traced the line of the Wall. “I must teach him true fear. He must taste defeat, and then despair.” He turned from the table with the slightest of shrugs. “And afterwards, death.”
Bronwyn’s hands were shaking. She shoved them under the sleeves of her robe to hide the tremor. “Great Fang,” she said, still managing to keep her voice low and steady, “when will you attack the Wall?”
The Great Fang lifted the apple in his hand, his back turned to Bronwyn. He took another bite. “When Harnathu directs me.”
So the Fang was in communication with the Seteru. Bronwyn kept her face impassive.
“All of the land west of the Wall will become a sacrifice to Harnathu, a monument to his glory.” The Great Fang turned, his eyes sweeping over the maps on the table. “The smoke and blood will rise up in his name, and he will be here to inhale the scent of the slaughter.”
Bronwyn felt a long, cold chill run up her back. Was Harnathu, the wolf-headed god of fire and war, coming here, to Jothland?
“When he tells me to attack, we will destroy the Wall,” the Fang rumbled. “Anyone who attacks before then will pay the price.” He turned his head ever so slightly to Odgar. “Bring forth Galbrath.”
Bronwyn tried not to show her surprise. What was going on here?
Odgar gave a bow, then nodded to the guards at the head of the stairs. 
The guards hurried out of sight down the steps. A moment later, they reappeared, spears clutched in their hands. Between them walked a Jombard warrior. His tattoos and ornaments clearly showed he was from one of the southern tribes. His face was etched with uncertainty. A blood-stained bandage was wrapped around his arm and shoulder.
“Galbrath,” the Fang said in his growling voice. “Where is the head of your tribe? Callidon the Night Wolf?”
Galbrath glanced around him nervously. “I—he fell, Great Fang. In the battle against the Wall this morning.” He paused for a moment. “The Demonbane killed him. I saw it myself.”
The Great Fang still didn’t look directly at Galbrath. “And yet you fled.”
Galbrath licked his lips. He looked over at Odgar, but the Jombard chieftain stood with his arms crossed and a stony expression on his face. “There was no chance,” Galbrath said quickly. “Our warriors were being cut down. The Demonbane—”
“Do not speak to me of the Demonbane,” said the Fang in a deceptively quiet voice.
Galbrath shut his mouth quickly. His face seemed drained of all color.
“Who ordered the attack on the Wall?” The Great Fang turned and sat leisurely down on his throne again.
Galbrath looked nervously first at Odgar, then Bronwyn. “It—it was our chieftain, O Fang. Callidon.”
“I see.” The Great Fang examined his apple. “Did I not order that no attacks were to be made until I had given the order?”
The chamber was deathly quiet save for the crackling of the torches. A single fly buzzed aimlessly over the bowl of fruit on the table.
“He—” Galbrath brought his good arm up to his face and wiped the sweat off his forehead, “he thought it was time to attack. The warriors were impatient.” Galbrath fell on his knees before the Great Fang. “Please, please, I didn’t have anything to do with the decision. I was only—”
“Following orders?” the Fang finished for him. “And yet you did not die at the Wall to atone for your mistake. So you still live, and your presence in our midst is a continual reminder of your failure. A stench.”
Galbrath was shaking now. He bowed his head low before the mighty Jombard chieftain until his forehead touched the dirty stone floor. “Forgive me, Great Fang. I did not mean—”
“I blessed your chieftain with my own blood,” the Fang continued. He held up his arm, covered with fresh red scars. “The blood of the wolf-god. And yet he betrayed me. Your whole tribe betrayed me. And now that your chieftain is dead, you must answer for him.”
Galbrath didn’t answer. He was trembling so violently that it looked like he would not have been able to speak even if he had tried.
Bronwyn found she was holding her breath. Her eyes darted back and forth between Galbrath and the Great Fang.
“Tell me,” the Fang said in a voice a little above a whisper, “what do you think your punishment should be, Galbrath?”
The man kept his face towards the ground. “I deserve death, my lord.”
The Great Fang nodded sagely. “I agree. But dead warriors are of no use to me, are they? Not unless their death serves as an example to others.” He gave a great, heavy sigh, like the grunt of a bear. “No, Galbrath, I will not take your life. You will live, and testify both to my mercy and my greatness.”
“Yes, my lord.” Galbrath still kept his face pressed to the dirty floor. He seemed small and disgusting, like a worm in human form.
The Great Fang turned his head towards Odgar. “Have this coward and the rest of his tribe taken out before the encampment. Cut off the right ear from every man and woman.”
Galbrath was still shaking. He was biting his lip so hard that he drew blood. 
Odgar bowed again. “As you command, my lord.” He motioned to the two guards again. 
The warriors came forward and picked up Galbrath, then practically dragged the man back down the steps into the vast nave of the ruined temple. 
“Discipline does not come easily to these people, Bronwyn,” the Great Fang said, his voice soft and musing. “They must learn to respect me. To respect and fear Harnathu.”
Bronwyn felt sick, but did her best not to show the slightest twitch of it on her face. “And do you speak for Harnathu, Great Fang?”
The Great Fang gave her a condescending smile. “I not only speak for him, witch, soon I will bring him into the world of men.”
Bronwyn kept an easy, relaxed expression on her face. “And with respect, my lord, how do you intend to do that?”
“With the old magic,” the Fang responded mysteriously. He gestured to Odgar. “Show her.”
The Jombard warrior nodded, then turned to the shadows in the side of the chamber.
Bronwyn licked her lips, her curiosity getting the better of her reserve. “Show me what?”
“We found it in the ruins of the Forbidden City,” the Fang continued, as if Bronwyn had not spoken. “A talisman of old. A gift from the true gods. It will be the end of all the false worshippers, first the colony of Redemption, then the nations of the West.”
Odgar turned. In his hand was a long golden chain, with a large jewel at its end. The gem seemed to be blood-red at first glance, but instead of reflecting the light of the torches it absorbed them into a pool of crimson darkness. 
Bronwyn felt her whole body go as cold as ice. What she was seeing seemed impossible, but the evidence of it was right in front of her eyes. 
“Behold,” the Great Fang growled, “the blessing of the gods.”
It was a Soulbinder.
 
Kendril was off his horse before it had even come to a full halt. He patted the sweating animal, tossing the reins to one of the stable hands. 
The yard of Stockade was a mess of activity. Militia soldiers ran about on the ramparts, calling down greetings and giving impromptu cheers. Only half of the cavalry company had returned from Hangman’s Hill, but even still there was a large crowd of horses and riders on the grassy yard of the fort. 
“Lord Ravenbrook.” An elderly man with a bald head and large gray mustache stepped out to greet Kendril. He wore a battered old Calbraithan uniform that had certainly seen better days. It was patched with the new insignia of the Redemption Militia. At his side he wore a simple basket-hilt rapier. A wheelock pistol was tucked into the sash around his waist. 
Kendril smiled. “Colonel Root. Good to see you up and about.”
The Colonel gave a mighty harrumph. “Just a bit of indigestion, that’s all. Can’t eat like I’m still a young lad anymore.”
Kendril pulled off his long, gauntlet-like gloves. He nodded. “Doesn’t help that you won’t stop gorging it down, now does it?”
Root ignored the question. He looked over the ranks of cavalry. “Lot of men missing. Where’s Beckett? He isn’t—?”
“No,” said Kendril with a firm shake of his head. “I left him and half the troop at Hangman’s Hill. Probably be a couple days before they repair the damage and establish the position.”
Root gave Kendril a significant glance. “Is it bad?”
Kendril gave a somber nod. He shifted the dented cuirass, readjusting the steel armor. “Jombards broke all the way through the Wall. I’m still waiting for a final count from Lockhart, but it looks like at least a dozen dragoons dead. Maybe more.”
Root whistled softly. “Colonel Yearling’s not going to like to hear that.”
“No,” Kendril agreed. He glanced back towards the large blockhouse that served as the fort’s headquarters. “Any word from those scouts?”
Root nodded. “Aye. The report’s waiting for you, though I don’t think you’ll like it.”
Kendril scowled. “What I’d like is for all the Jombards east of the Wall to shrivel up and blow away in the wind. But I doubt there’s much chance of that happening.”
Root chuckled, twisting the end of his mustache. “Not unless Eru in Pelos has a miracle or two up His sleeve for us.”
Kendril smiled. “Something tells me we’re going to have to win this war the hard way.” He tugged at his cuirass again, then glanced around the yard at the exhausted cavalry troopers. “Any trouble elsewhere along the Wall?”
Root shook his head, and started to walk across the grass towards the blockhouse. “No, my lord. At least no reports yet.”
“One bit of good news,” Kendril grumbled. He followed close behind Root, frowning as he fidgeted with the straps on his cuirass.
Root glanced over at him. “There’s another message, too, my lord. From Redemption.”
Kendril raised his eyebrows. “Oh? And what would that be? More volunteers from Merewith? They’ll drink what little beer we have left.”
Root chuckled. “No, sir. It’s from the honorable mayor’s office. Marked and sealed for you.”
At the mention of the mayor, Kendril’s face darkened. “Well, well,” he said. “That can’t be good.”
“There’s something else,” said Root slowly. He coughed, scratching his neck. “A little odd, to be honest. There’s—”
“General!” A young man in his teens, wearing an over-sized militia uniform, jumped down the steps of the blockhouse. He gave a broad smile. “You’re back, sir.” His eyes widened as he saw Kendril’s cuirass. “Talin’s ashes! What happened, sir? Are you all right?”
Kendril managed a grin. “Fine. Just bruised. Help me get this off, will you Wilkes?”
Wilkes nodded, running a hand through his short brown hair. “Yes, sir, right away sir.” He moved around behind Kendril and began loosening the straps that held the front and back plate together. “I’ve got water on for coffee,” he rambled as he worked. “Cook’s got some fresh-caught fish he can prepare for supper, too. I’ll have it to you in less than an hour.”
Kendril made a face as the boy lifted the heavy cuirass off him. “That’s all right, Wilkes. I have dispatches to go through.”
Wilkes staggered backwards, holding the cuirass with both hands. “And that strange group from the mainland too, sir. Can’t help but wonder what they’re all about.”
Kendril gave Root a swift glance. “Group? What group?”
The Colonel cleared his throat. “I was going to tell you, sir. There’s a strange lot in from Archangel. They’re demanding to see you right away. Claim it’s urgent.” He pointed over towards one of the blockhouses. “I’ve got them waiting in one of the mess halls for now. Probably just another batch of volunteers from the mainland. I can go handle them myself, if you’d like—” 
“No,” said Kendril sharply. “I’ll see to it.” He rubbed his upper leg, wincing slightly. “I’ll head over there now. Wilkes, get Smithy to patch up that armor for me if he can. Then see about getting me a new horse.”
Wilkes’ face fell. “Something happen to Buttercup, sir?”
“Dead,” Kendril said abruptly. “I’ll need another.”
An expression of genuine grief passed over Wilkes’ face. “Yes, sir,” he said at last. “It...it’s a shame. She was a good animal.”
Kendril looked over at Wilkes, as if noticing him for the first time. He put a hand on the young man’s shoulder. “It was a quick death, lad. She didn’t suffer.”
The young man turned his head away. His voice cracked. “Yes, sir. I’ll see the stable master about a new horse.” He wiped a hand quickly across his face. “And I’ll get that coffee to you in two shakes, sir. Right as rain.” He turned and lugged the cuirass over towards the blacksmith’s shop.
“He’s too young to be involved in all this,” Root said as soon as the boy was out of earshot. “Still wet behind the ears, for Eru’s sake.”
Kendril rubbed his leg again. “There’s many younger than him bearing arms. When the whole survival of Redemption is at stake, we can’t really afford to turn volunteers away.”
“I suppose,” Root grunted. He glanced down at Kendril’s hip. “How’s the leg?”
Kendril quickly took his hand away. “Fine. All healed.”
Root’s mustache bristled. “Four weeks isn’t a lot of time to heal a gunshot wound. You should give yourself more time, my lord. No one expects you to be fighting in the front line after—”
“I should remind you, Colonel,” said Kendril coldly, “that the Jombards don’t care how injured or tired we are. They’re coming over the Wall either way.”
Root gave a slow nod. “Yes, my lord. Forgive me. I shouldn’t have said anything.”
Kendril passed a hand over his face. “Sorry, Root. I didn’t mean to be short. I haven’t been sleeping well the last couple of weeks. Guess it’s catching up with me.”
Root gave a good-natured smile. “I suppose even the Hammer of the Jombards is allowed to snap every so often, my lord.”
“That’s good to know,” said Kendril with a grin. He unbuckled the rapier at his waist and handed it carefully over to Root. “Give this to Wilkes too, will you? I need it oiled and cleaned.”
Root took the weapon as if he were handling a baby. “Sharpened too, my lord?”
Kendril gave a brisk shake of his head. “No, not sharpened.”
The elderly Colonel whistled behind his teeth. “Four weeks you’ve been using this blade, sir, and I haven’t seen you sharpen it once.” He examined the glittering, peacock-shaped hilt, turning it over in his hands. The blue and green gems sparkled in the watery sunlight. “It must be true what they say about Balneth steel.” He looked up at Kendril suddenly. “You’ll forgive my asking, Lord Ravenbrook, but where did you ever get such a beauty like this? It looks as if it cost a king’s ransom.”
Kendril got a sudden, sick look on his face, as if someone had punched him in the stomach. “The Queen of Llewyllan gave it to me,” he said quietly.
Root was about to laugh at the obvious jest, but something in Kendril’s expression stopped him. “Yes, my lord,” he said instead. “I’ll see that it’s cleaned for you.”
Kendril nodded wearily. “And have those dispatches ready for my perusal. I want the scouts’ report first.”
Root saluted. “Yes, my lord.”
Kendril turned for the mess hall. He crossed the parade ground of the fort, dodging around horses and cavalry troopers. By the time he reached the steps of the mess, he was rubbing his leg again. With a frown he pushed open the door and went inside.
The mess hall was filled with wooden tables, but this time of day there were no meals being served. Five people sat and stood about the room.
Kendril stopped mid-step. His eyes darted from person to person.
They all wore long, hooded black cloaks and matching black gloves.
Ghostwalkers.

Tomas was there, lounging against the wall to the left. At a nearby table sat Callen, the red-headed Ghostwalker sworn to pacifism and healing. Sitting opposite him was another Ghostwalker, a young, chestnut-haired woman with a blush of freckles across her nose. Standing against the other wall was a lean, wolfish-looking man with unkempt blonde hair and a razor-sharp mustache.
And last of all, there was a tall, black-haired Ghostwalker leaning against the nearest table, his arms folded and his face half-hidden in shadow by a raised hood.
Kendril took a breath. “Olan.”
The black-haired Ghostwalker took a step forward, his arms still crossed. “That’s Commander Olan,” he growled. He looked hard at Kendril. “You and I need to talk.”
 



Chapter 6
 
“Maklavir?” Kara poked her head down into the hold of the ship. The wooden sides and beams creaked and groaned as the vessel tossed and rolled on the waves. “Are you down here?”
Maklavir looked up from behind a large coil of rope and a stack of wooden crates. “Kara? Oh, yes, over here. Just doing some patching.” He held up a pair of trousers. “I should really just throw them out, but I bought them from a fine tailor in Vorten. I doubt I will see a pair of this quality in Redemption, patches or not.”
Kara smiled. She glided down the short flight of steps that led down from the deck. “Wouldn’t that be easier to do up on the deck? More light to see by?”
Maklavir tossed his head with a diffident air. “All that salt spray? No thank you. I’d much rather squint a bit down here than get soaked above decks.”
Kara ducked, moving down past the tightly-spaced boxes and barrels in the hold. “I just—” she paused for a moment, uncertain what to say. “I haven’t seen you much since we left New Marlin last night.”
Maklavir turned back to his needle and thread. “Well...I’ve been rather busy.” He gave Kara a sidelong glance. “Where’s Joseph, then? Feeling any better?”
Kara shook her head. “Still sick to his stomach.” She moved over next to Maklavir, and sat down on a nearby crate. “I got over it in the first couple hours, but I think he was up all night.” She gave a little smile. “It’s terribly embarrassing for him.”
“Is it?” said Maklavir, unsuccessfully trying to keep the smugness out of his voice. “That’s really too bad.”
“So,” Kara said softly, “I imagine it must have been hard to leave Shawnor so abruptly. It seemed you were really hitting it off with that tavern maid—”
Maklavir threaded the needle, straining to see in the dim light of the hold. “Were we? You know, I can’t even remember her name.” He gave Kara a forced smile. “I can’t for most of them, you know.” He sighed. “Seems as though I have a girl in every town we go to.”
Kara’s eyes widened slightly in surprise, but she didn’t respond immediately. She looked down at the trousers Maklavir was repairing. “Are...you all right, Maklavir?”
The diplomat stabbed the needle through the fabric of the pants. He gave another artificial smile. “Why of course, Kara. Why wouldn’t I be all right?”
Kara’s eyes followed Maklavir’s movements as he sewed the patch on to the pants. “I don’t know. I guess it’s just that you’ve seemed a little...distant for the last couple of days.” She glanced around at the dark interior of the ship’s hold. “It feels like you’ve been, well, hiding down here since we left Shawnor. And then back at the inn you seemed to suddenly disappear on us, ever since you and I had breakfast together—”
“I assure you,” said Maklavir as he pulled the needle and thread through the cloth, “I am perfectly fine. Couldn’t be better.”
“Okay,” said Kara doubtfully. She eyed Maklavir carefully for a moment.
The diplomat continued to sew, ignoring her.
“So,” Kara said again, “we have some time to kill on the way over to Redemption.”
“That we do,” Maklavir said as he jabbed with the needle again. “And for once we won’t have to dodge marauding cultists, bloodthirsty bandits, or rampaging armies. We should be careful, or we might accidentally end up enjoying ourselves.”
A large, heavy book thumped down on the floor next to Maklavir’s foot.
The diplomat looked up, surprised. “What in Zanthora is that?”
Kara gave a slight shrug. “Got it from the captain. It’s a book of fairy tales, from Llewyllan.” She smiled sweetly. “Has pictures, too. Full page.” She picked up the book, flipping it open. “This one’s my favorite. An ogre.” She pointed to the picture of the grotesque creature and laughed. “Isn’t he absolutely hideous?”
Maklavir gave the picture a cursory glance. “Yes, absolutely horrid.” He gave a confused raise of his eyebrows. “But what does that have to do—”
“Well,” said Kara, closing the book and looking shyly down at the deck, “we made each other a deal, a long time ago. Back in Merewith, in that underground temple, remember?”
Maklavir stopped sewing. He didn’t say anything.
Kara waited a moment for the response that didn’t come. She pushed a loose strand of red hair out of her face. “You promised to teach me to read, and I would teach you to pick locks.”
“Yes,” said Maklavir dully. “I remember.”
“Things got complicated quickly,” said Kara with a note of sadness in her voice. “We found the Soulbinder and then there was Vorten, and—” Her voice choked off, and a flash of pain and sharp memory appeared in her eyes. 
Maklavir put a hand on her arm. “I know,” he said softly, the first truly genuine words he had spoken in the conversation.
“Well,” said Kara again. “We have time now. Joseph is so sick he can barely get out of his bunk, and I thought....” She held out the book to Maklavir. “Well, I thought we could try. That you could teach me to read, I mean.” She gave an embarrassed smile. “As long as you promise not to breathe a word of it to Joseph. And I’ll find a lock for you, show you some of the basics.”
Maklavir got a sudden, sick look on his face. His eyes dropped down to the ground. “Kara, I—”
“I’ll make sure we split the time fifty-fifty,” said Kara with a small laugh. “I wouldn’t want you to—”
“The thing is, Kara,” interrupted Maklavir, “I just can’t—” he paused, uncertain how to continue. “That is to say, I don’t really have—”
The words drifted off into hanging space. 
“Right,” said Kara after a moment. “Well, that was stupid of me.” She stood up from the crate quickly, ducking her head. “Of course you have things to do.” She took the book back.
Maklavir started to rise. “Look, Kara, I—”
“No,” said Kara quickly. “You don’t have to say anything, Maklavir. Really you don’t.” She gave a smile that didn’t quite hide the hurt in her eyes. “I—it was dumb of me. I shouldn’t have asked.” She turned her head quickly away. “Good luck with those trousers. I hope that you get them patched.”
Maklavir put the pants down. “Kara—”
She gave a quick shake of her head and another broad smile. “I’ll let you get back to it, then.” She turned for the stairs that led back up to the deck.
Maklavir grabbed her arms and pulled her back around. 
Kara stared at him for a moment, surprised.
“Look,” said Maklavir in a low voice. “You’re right. I have been avoiding you. Joseph too. And I’ve been hiding down here in this dark, rat-infested hold. It’s just that I—” He choked on the last words, and quickly looked down at the deck. 
“Maklavir,” said Kara softly. She took his hands off her arms and clutched his hands in her own. “You know you can tell me anything, right?”
“Yes,” said Maklavir with a sad, strange smile. “I...know that I can tell you anything as a brother telling a sister.”
Kara cocked her head slightly. 
“I’m working through some things,” Maklavir said. He didn’t meet Kara’s eyes. “Some...emotional garbage. It’s nothing, really. I just need some time. And space.”
Kara glanced around them. “And that’s why you’re down in the hold of the ship?”
Maklavir nodded. “That’s why I’m down in the hold of the ship.”
For a moment neither of them said anything.
Kara leaned forward and gave Maklavir a quick kiss on the cheek.
The diplomat burned red. He still didn’t meet her eyes.
“I understand,” Kara said. She squeezed his hands. “And if you need to talk, you know where I am.”
Maklavir nodded, but didn’t reply.
Kara turned for the stairs.
Maklavir sank back down onto the crate. He looked down ruefully at the half-patched trousers.
Kara stopped and turned. “Maklavir?”
He glanced up.
“I—” the redhead paused. Her cheeks flushed pink. “I never did say thank you. For what you did, I mean. Back in Vorten.” She tottered a bit as the ship rolled suddenly. “Joseph told me that you...well, that you left a lot behind. A house, servants, a job as a barrister and diplomat.” She braced herself against one of the wooden beams. “Veritas, even.”
“Ah, yes,” said Maklavir with a melancholy smile. “I do miss that horse. Hopefully he has a good new owner now.”
“And all of it for me.”
Maklavir looked her directly in the eyes. “And I would do it all over again in a heartbeat, Kara.”
She blushed even deeper, nodded, then headed for the stairs.
Maklavir picked up the trousers again with a sigh.
The ship suddenly lurched to the left. There was a series of shouts from above deck.
Maklavir looked up quizzically. “What the devil?” He stood, folding the trousers up and heading for the stairs.
The deck was a rush of activity. Sailors scrambled up and down the rigging, and the merchant captain shouted out a stream of orders interlaced with curses from the quarterdeck. 
Kara stood off to one side, her red hair tossing and blowing in the wind. 
Maklavir looked over at her. “What on Zanthora is happening here?” He looked up at the sky. “Is there a storm brewing?”
Kara braced her feet as the vessel turned even harder through the choppy water. “I don’t know. No one’s answered any of my questions.”
“Well,” said Maklavir under his breath, “we’ll just see about that, won’t we?” He turned and headed up the stairs to the quarterdeck. 
“Maklavir, wait—” Kara called out behind him.
He ignored her and stepped up beside the helm. 
The merchant ship’s captain, an older man with a weather-stained jacket and lopsided cap, was handling the wheel himself. He gave Maklavir an irritated look. “What do you think you’re doing? All passengers need to clear off the deck—”
“Now look here,” said Maklavir in his most imperious voice. He grabbed his feathered cap with one hand, holding it snug on his head in the strong wind. “I think you owe me an explanation. Why are we turning?” He glanced down at the compass fixed near the wheel. “I may not have gotten top marks in geography, but I know which direction Redemption is, and we’re headed the wrong way.”
“You stupid landlubber,” the captain fumed. “You want an explanation?” He thrust a calloused finger off to the right. “There’s your reason.”
Maklavir turned around. 
A ship was just visible on the horizon. It seemed to be coming right at them.
Maklavir raised his hand over his eyes, still holding onto his cap with the other. “Yes,” he said after a moment. “Well, I’m afraid that I don’t really—”
“Tuldor’s blessed whiskers!” the captain cursed. “Are you blind as well as stupid? Look again.”
Confused, Maklavir tried to make out what he was looking at.
That’s when he noticed a black flag streaming out from the approaching ship’s mast.
“You need me to spell it out for you?” The captain wheezed. “Pirates.”
 
“You’re out of uniform.” Olan gave a quick glance over the buff coat and militia uniform that Kendril was wearing. “Or is it even your uniform any longer?”
Kendril swept his gaze over the five Ghostwalkers in the room before him.
Tomas gave an embarrassed nod towards him.
Kendril looked at the chestnut-haired woman, and the slouching man against the wall. “I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure of meeting all your cronies, Olan.”
The Ghostwalker commander jerked a thumb at the woman. “Yvonne, Staff specialization.” He slung his thumb over towards the blonde-haired man. “Renaald, Sword specialization.”
“Well, well,” said Kendril drily. “You’ve got one of each, it seems.”
Olan turned his cold gaze back on Kendril. “Now answer my question. Where’s your uniform?”
“Actually,” said Kendril in a dangerously soft voice, “I think I’ll be the one to ask questions in my own fort. What are you doing here?”
Tomas stepped away from the wall. “What are we doing here? Come on, Kendril, you can’t be that obtuse.”
Callen looked down at the table, and refused to meet Kendril’s eyes. 
Olan continued to glare right at Kendril, as if his gaze would burn right through him.
Renaald eyed Kendril callously, like a falcon studying a mouse. 
Yvonne folded her hands on the table in front of her. “You have not contacted anyone in the Order for more than four weeks, Kendril. All attempts at communication with you have gone unanswered.”
Kendril flicked a glance at the only woman in the room. She could have been pretty, except for the cruel scar that marred her face and twisted her mouth into a perpetual frown. She reminded him of a young Madris. Disturbingly so.
And that was no doubt why Olan had brought her along.
“So now,” said Olan again, his arms still folded tightly together. “Where is your uniform?”
Kendril looked back at Olan. “While you’re here, Olan, you can use the proper address when speaking to me. Either general or my lord will do.”
Tomas covered his mouth with his gloved hand. He looked down at the floor.
Olan gave a slow shake of his head. “Great Eru. You’ve really gone off the deep end, haven’t you Kendril?” His eyes glinted steel. “You’re a soldier. A member of the Order of Ghostwalkers. And, I might add, under my command.”
“Funny,” said Kendril. He tossed his gloves onto the nearest table and looked around the mess hall. “That’s not how it looks from where I’m standing.”
“You’ve gone rogue long enough,” said Olan. His voice was strained. His jaw twitched ever so slightly. “You’re coming back to Archangel.”
Kendril lifted an eyebrow. “Really?”
“You’re being reassigned.” Olan took a deep breath. “Up to Santaren. And from now on you’ll be working under Renaald here.” He tipped his head towards the man who lounged against the wall. 
The room was quiet for a moment. 
“Sorry to disappoint you, Olan,” said Kendril evenly. “But I’m not going anywhere.”
Olan lifted his head. “You made a solemn vow, Kendril. An oath to this Order.”
Kendril didn’t respond. His eyes flicked back and forth between Olan and Renaald, who was watching him intently. 
Yvonne looked up at Kendril. Her hands were still folded on the table in front of her. “I must remind you, my lord—”
Olan looked down sharply at the woman.
“—that your penance has not yet been paid. You have not received pardon in the eyes of the Order, or of Eru.”
Kendril glanced down, meeting the young woman’s gaze. “That may be true of the Order,” he said in a low voice. “But I suspect Eru the One can keep His own counsel on such matters.”
Renaald stepped quickly away from the wall. A flash of metal came from underneath his black cloak.
“I’m not asking you,” Olan said. He unfolded his arms. “This is a direct order, Kendril. From a superior officer.”
Kendril looked Olan directly in the eyes. “I’m needed here, in Redemption.”
Olan’s mouth curled into a snarl. “You think I bloody care? We’re battling the followers of the Seteru across all of Rothland, for Eru’s sake. In the grand scheme of things, Redemption is nothing.”
“Redemption is my home,” said Kendril. His voice was low and measured. “And if I leave, it will fall to the Jombards.”
“This place was your home, my lord,” said Yvonne. She glanced over at Renaald, as if imparting something to the man with her eyes. “But now you are a Ghostwalker. The things of your past are dead to you, just as they are to us.”
Kendril paused for a moment, his eyes darting from one person to another in the room. “Then I guess I’m no longer a Ghostwalker,” he said.
Olan gave a long, predatory smile. “You heard it from his own lips. He’s broken his oath. Turned his back on the Order.”
Kendril didn’t respond. He kept half an eye on Renaald to his right. 
“My lord,” said Yvonne into the hush of the room, “you understand the seriousness of what you’re saying?”
Kendril nodded. “I do.” He looked over the Ghostwalkers. “You speak of the Despair as if it was just in Rothland. It’s not. It’s here, in Jothland, lurking at the borders of Redemption and threatening to spill into the entire civilized world.” His eyes flashed angrily. “I can stop it. I have to stop it, but I can’t do it as a Ghostwalker. I have to do it as a general, a leader of men, a war captain.” He stopped, and glanced down at his worn buff coat. “I have to do it as Lord Ravenbrook.”
“Even if that means losing your redemption, Kendril?” asked Yvonne quietly.
Kendril looked over at her. “If I have to choose which Redemption to sacrifice,” he said through gritted teeth, “then I’ll choose my own.”
“You think being a Ghostwalker is like joining a social club?” Olan’s face was flushed with anger. “You don’t get to just leave whenever you want. You made a commitment, a vow, before the rest of us and Eru.” He paused for a moment, taking a breath. “This isn’t just you leaving, Kendril. This is treason. And our Order has punishments for treason.”
Renaald’s hand darted to the hilt of a long rapier that was half-hidden under his cloak. He kept his beady eyes fixed firmly on Kendril. 
Kendril didn’t move. He seemed strangely relaxed. His hands still hung at his side, an eternity away from the flintlock pistols at his belt. 
Yvonne gave Olan a warning glance. “Commander—”
“Shut up,” Olan snarled at her. “I’m in command here, not you.” He shifted his eyes back to Kendril. Anger and ruthlessness simmered equally in his dark pupils. “Well, Kendril? Last chance. Are you submitting to my order or are you proving yourself a traitor?”
Kendril actually smiled. “You really are an idiot, Olan. You always have been.”
Olan took a menacing step forward. He put a hand on his sword. “Last chance.”
Callen got up from the table and backed against the wall. 
Tomas swallowed. He stepped back. One of his hands was on the hilt of his sheathed dagger.
Yvonne sat placidly, her hands still folded in front of her. 
Renaald stood ready to move, his whole body coiled like a snake about to strike. 
Kendril still didn’t move. “Go stuff yourself, Olan.”
Renaald drew his long rapier and leapt forward.
Olan went for his own sword with a growl. 
In a movement that was so fast it seemed instantaneous, Kendril grabbed a nearby chair and swept it into the path of Renaald’s thrusting sword.
The tip of the sword jammed through the wooden seat of the chair and held fast. Renaald yelled. He wrenched his arm back, trying to pull the sword free.
Kendril threw the chair aside and punched Renaald hard in the stomach. 
The blonde Ghostwalker crashed back against the wall. He slid to the floor, gasping for breath. 
Kendril turned, a pistol already in his hand. 
Olan stopped, his eyes wide. He had drawn his sword and had started forward, but now found himself staring down the barrel of the loaded pistol.
Tomas took his hand off his dagger.
Renaald struggled to get back to his feet, coughing and holding his stomach. His rapier was still jammed into the woodwork of the chair. 
Without taking his eyes off Olan, Kendril kicked Renaald hard in the face. 
The man slammed into a nearby table and rolled off onto the floor. He didn’t move. 
Kendril gave a sad shake of his head. “And you really thought I’d work under him?”
“You’re a dead man, Kendril,” Olan snarled.
“You have no idea how many times I’ve heard that before,” said Kendril. 
Olan’s face was a mask of rage. He lifted the sword in his hand, but didn’t move forward.
“Please,” said Kendril with a cold smile, “give me a reason to shoot you dead. I’d like nothing better.”
Yvonne stood slowly. “Olan—”
“We’ll hunt you down,” Olan spat. “The whole Order will be coming after you. We won’t stop until you’re dead, traitor.”
Kendril scrunched his face in mock thought. “Hmm. And here I thought you had a Despair you were actually fighting. But hey, if you really think that it’s worth all the time and resources to send a kill team after me, by all means go for it.” He glanced down at Renaald’s prostrate form. “Hopefully next time you’ll send someone a bit more skilled.”
The door to the mess hall flew open.
A half-dozen armed militiamen stormed in, headed up by a russet-haired man with a drawn cavalry saber.
“General,” he said, eyeing the Ghostwalkers suspiciously. “We heard a commotion in here. Are you all right, sir?”
Kendril slowly eased his pistol away from Olan’s head, and tucked it back into his holster. “Just fine, Sergeant Hann. These people were just leaving.” He raised his eyebrows at Olan and Yvonne. “Weren’t you?”
Olan gave a strangled curse and lowered his blade. He shoved it back into its scabbard as if he were jamming it into Kendril’s face. 
“Consider carefully, my lord,” said Yvonne. “Once you make this choice, it cannot be undone.”
Kendril was quiet for a long moment. He looked back at Hann and the ragtag militiamen behind him, then back at Yvonne. “Redemption is my home,” he said quietly. “I won’t let it burn. Not while I have the strength to defend it.”
Yvonne gave a slow, sad nod. “So be it.”
Kendril turned to Sergeant Hann. “See that these people are escorted back to Redemption.” He gave the seething Olan one last contemptuous glance, then turned and walked towards the door.
“You’re damning yourself, Kendril!” Olan called after him. “You’re giving up any chance of redemption for your soul.”
Kendril paused. For a moment it seemed as though he would turn around.
Then he pushed through the door.
 



Chapter 7
 
Kara tripped down the stairs, nearly slamming her head against the low-hanging beams of the ship’s hold. She reached in the dark interior of the ship’s hold, cursing under her breath. 
Her bag was jammed in between two crates. She grabbed it with both hands, pulling it out onto the floorboards of the lower deck. 
From above came the shouts of the captain and crew. Kara could even occasionally make out Maklavir’s voice, his tone raised to a ragged pitch.
The whole ship was pitching and turning, lurching up and down on the waves. Each sudden movement caused Kara’s stomach to flutter a little. 
She tore open the bag and fumbled inside it.
“What in Zanthora is going on?” Joseph staggered down the open aisle of the hold. He was bent almost double, his face a sickly pallor. He stopped and gave a groan as the ship swung around again, holding his stomach with one hand. 
“Pirates,” Kara said breathlessly. Her hand closed on the firm wood of the Baderan longbow. She pulled it out of the pack, then reached back in for the quiver of arrows. 
Joseph’s eyes widened. “Pirates?” He reached instinctively for the hilt of his sword, then realized that it wasn’t buckled on his belt. “I need to—”
Kara grabbed her hair, short as it was, and tied it back out of her face in one swift action. “Don’t be a fool, Joseph. You can barely stand.”
A cannon blast thundered out, followed almost immediately by a large splash of water.
The ship lurched again.
“A warning shot,” Joseph said. He tried to stand, but collapsed into a heap on the deck. “Ugh, my stomach.”
Kara rapidly strung her bow. She glanced up at the stairs as a shout echoed from above. 
“My rapier,” Joseph murmured. “I need to get it.” His face was an unhealthy color of green. He looked over at Kara’s bow, as if seeing it for the first time. “Kara, no, don’t—”
Kara ignored him. She drew the string tight on the bow, and tested the pull. 
A gunshot cracked off from up above.
Joseph tried to move forward, but he could barely crawl. “Don’t,” he said with a shake of his head, “for Eru’s sake, Kara, don’t—”
She snatched up the bow and arrows, then turned for the stairs.
Then pirate ship was closer, looming disturbingly large off the starboard side. If Kara had entertained any illusions about them outrunning the pirate vessel, she had lost them now. 
They were going to be boarded. Sooner rather than later.
The captain of the merchant ship was bellowing commands. It didn’t look like anyone was heeding them anymore. A blind panic had seized the crew. One actually leapt off the side into the tossing ocean. 
Kara looked around. Her worst fears were confirmed. These sailors were no warriors. Only one or two had anything like a weapon, perhaps a dagger or belaying pin. 
She glanced back at the approaching pirate ship. 
The deck of the vessel was crowded with leering, gaudily dressed men. Swords glinted and flashed. An occasional puff and bang of smoke indicated a pistol fired into the air. There had to be at least a couple dozen privateers, all crowding the deck and side in anticipation of boarding. 
This was going to be a massacre.
Maklavir came tripping down the stairs from the quarterdeck with a curse. He saw Kara and came running over to her. “This is a mess and no mistake. Where’s Joseph?”
Kara shouldered her quiver, then fitted an arrow to her string. “Down below. He’s still sick.” She took a breath, then tightened her hold on the bow. The expectation of the coming pain in her chest was enough to start her sweating.
Maklavir looked down at her bow. “Kara,” he said. He grabbed at her arm. “Kara, for Eru’s sake! Don’t be a fool!”
Kara shoved away his arm. “Don’t touch me!” she shouted without thinking.
Maklavir retreated a step, surprised. He recovered his wits in a moment. “You can’t even draw that bow, Kara. You’re not healed yet—”
“Get a sword,” Kara said without looking at the man. “They’ll be on us in two minutes.” She turned to face him. “Maklavir, hurry!”
The diplomat opened his mouth to say something back, then spun and dashed off.
Kara half-lifted the bow and glanced out at the pirate ship again.
The vessel was swinging alongside the merchant ship. It was so close that Kara could make out the leering faces of the pirates on board. They looked like an unsavory, violent bunch. Weapons of all kinds bristled in their hands. Another pistol cracked off in the air, and was followed by a roar from the pirates.
“Eru help us!” the merchant captain squealed. 
Kara waited, standing with a calmness she didn’t feel. She took slow, even breaths. 
The pain. It would come again, just like always. The sharp, stabbing fire in her chest when she tried to draw back the bow. It had diminished slightly over the last few weeks, but not enough.
There was no other choice. Joseph was essentially incapacitated. Maklavir, despite his swordplay lessons with Joseph, was still as inept in combat as ever. 
So it was up to Kara. 
The pirate ship slammed into the merchant ship with a resounding clunk and screech of wood on wood. 
The merchant ship shifted violently sideways. 
Kara almost tripped, but managed to somehow keep her balance. She looked up into the faces of more than twenty brigands.
A flurry of objects sailed from the deck of the pirate ship over the merchant ship’s railing. 
Grappling hooks, attached to ropes. They caught fast and gouged into the wood of the merchant ship.
Two long boarding planks were thrown down between the two ships, balanced on the railings.
Maklavir came scurrying back, a rapier in his hand. He stopped cold beside Kara at the sight of the bloodthirsty pirates.
Kara kept her fingers hooked around the feathered end of her arrow, keeping the bow barely drawn and lowered. She kept taking long, deep breaths, relaxing her shoulders and her arms. Relaxing her whole body. 
A patter of gunshots crackled from the pirate ship, followed by black smoke that was quickly blown away in the stiff ocean breeze.
Musket balls chipped and pinged into the wooden mast and deck of the merchant ship.
“Here they come,” Maklavir said uneasily. He shifted his position and raised the sword uncertainly in his hands.
A blistering series of bellows and war whoops came from the pirate ship. A buccaneer, a sword clenched in each hand, leapt up onto one of the boarding planks with a scream. His eyes were wild like a beast’s. His drooping mustache and ragged beard seemed like those of a madman.
Maklavir instinctively flinched back.
Kara took another breath. She lifted the bow and pulled back the string. Pain tore into her chest like a white-hot spear. She ignored it, fought through it. She had to.
The pirate kept screaming. He was halfway across. On the other boarding plank a second pirate leapt up. He held a pistol in one hand and a cutlass in the other.
 Kara released the arrow and her breath in one smooth motion.
The arrow hissed through the air. It struck the wild-eyed pirate squarely in the throat, hitting so hard that it stuck out the back of his neck.
He gave a strange warbling sound as he clutched for the arrow shaft. A second later, he tumbled off the boarding plank into the tossing sea below.
The second pirate saw the shot. He gave a shout and raised his pistol. 
Kara’s bow was already reloaded. She took another breath and pulled the string.
The pirate’s pistol blasted off into the air.
The lead ball buzzed past Kara’s head, somewhere to her right. No way of telling how close.
Kara’s eyes were watering from the pain in her chest. It was hard to see through the welling tears. She breathed in and brought the notched end of the arrow up to her cheek. 
The pirate tore across the boarding plank, yelling like a banshee. He raised his cutlass.
Kara breathed out and released the string. The twang of the bowstring and the report of the arrow filled the air.
The pirate actually twirled, his forward momentum rudely interrupted by the force of the shot. Kara’s arrow protruded from the middle of his chest. He tumbled backwards.
Kara didn’t stop to see anything else. She was already turning, notching another arrow to her string and trying her best to shove down the blinding pain in her chest.
There were several pirates coming now, shoving each other to get onto the flimsy boarding planks. A couple more pistol shots cracked out. 
Kara didn’t bother ducking. Even at this relatively short distance, a shot fired from the deck of a bobbing vessel from a smoothbore weapon had little chance of making contact with the intended target.
Someone shouted from behind Kara. She ignored the voice, and focused on the oncoming pirates. 
A bullet zinged by her ear. 
That had been a little close for comfort. 
“Kara—” Maklavir started to say.
She bent, lifted, exhaled and shot in one fluid motion. 
A pirate pitched forward with a gurgling cry. He slammed hard into the deck of the merchant ship, the arrow shaft fixed in his gut. 
Someone screamed a curse.
Kara turned, fitting another arrow to her string. 
One of the pirates hit the deck of the merchant ship. His face was a mask of scars and unshaven stubble. 
Kara shot him in the chest. 
The pirate shrieked and collapsed backwards, clutching at the arrow shaft. 
The pain. It was so bad, so jagged and raw that Kara wanted nothing else than for it to stop. It was hard to breathe, hard even to lift her arms. 
No. She couldn’t. Not now. She had to keep firing. She had to keep—
“Kara!”
Maklavir’s voice in her ear caused Kara to suddenly come back into focus. She snapped her head to the side, another arrow already fitted to her string.
Something struck her head hard, causing explosions of purple and white before her eyes. 
And then, finally, the pain stopped.
 
There was a pile of dispatches on the large desk that filled Kendril’s office.
He snorted and walked to the small window.
Outside the yard of the Stockade stretched to the fort’s palisade wall. A company of recruits, volunteers from the mainland, were being drilled in halberd and polearm practice. From a quick glance Kendril could see that most of them were not handling their weapons well, much less staying in formation. 
He shook his head with a sigh. Most of the recruits that they were getting from Rothland were young, eager men with no military training or background. Their hearts were in the right place, but it would take more than heart to defend the Wall when the Jombards hit it again. 
Then there was the problem of equipment. Halberds and pikes were poor substitutes for good steel swords and muskets. Even bows and crossbows were in short supply. The Redemption militia was poorly equipped as it was. Most of the militiamen had to supply their own equipment out of their own pockets. And every day they spent here in arms was one day that they weren’t tending their farms or earning a living at the lumber mills. 
It was a recipe for disaster. Sooner or later, something had to give. 
Kendril turned to the desk that dominated his office. He reached for the top dispatch, the report from the scouts that he had sent over the Wall to discover the position of the Jombard forces. 
But he hesitated. His eyes shifted from the dispatch to the large trunk that was set against the wall of the room, sandwiched between the bookshelf and a musket stand. 
Kendril walked over to the chest and knelt down before it. Slowly, almost with reverence, he undid the clasp and opened the lid. 
There was a jumble of personal belongings inside. Folded on the top was a black hooded cloak. Two sheathed short swords, each about two feet in length, lay wrapped in the cloak. To the side was a pair of black leather gauntlets.
Kendril tentatively put his hand into the chest. He grabbed the worn, stained fabric of the black cloak. Then he reached for one of the swords and picked it up. He unsheathed it.
It was a fine, solid weapon. Steel that had been sharpened countless times flashed in the gray light from the window. The edges of the blade were notched and nicked in various places, a testimony to the violent fights that it had seen over the years.
The sword was simple. Rugged. Reliable. Its short length and broad blade made it equally good at stabbing and swinging, at attacking and parrying. But its short length made it suffer in combat with a longer blade, especially in the hands of a skilled swordsman. 
That was why Kendril had always carried two of the weapons. It had not always been enough, however. He still had the scars that Lord Bathsby had given him in Balneth to prove it.
Kendril turned the sword over in his hands, his eyes wandering down the length of the dull gray blade. It was strange, the attachment that he felt to this weapon. It was like an old friend, a part of himself. 
It was nothing compared to the finely-crafted rapier that Kendril currently carried. That had been made by the finest swordsmiths in all of Llewyllan. The blade never seemed to notch or need sharpening. The way it had cut through the werewolf’s head just that morning had been a testament to its superb craftsmanship. With a sword like that, a man could conquer the world. 
Kendril quietly sheathed the short sword. 
Still, every time he wore the beautiful, deadly rapier at his side, every time he drew it in battle and heard the hum of the metal through the air....
It felt like someone else’s weapon.
Kendril looked down at the folded cloak and gauntlets. 
“Sir?” Wilkes rapped on the doorpost of the office. “I have your coffee, General.”
Kendril quickly put the sword back in the chest and shut the lad. “Put it on the desk, Wilkes.”
“Yes, sir.” The lad came in, a steaming cup of coffee in one hand and Kendril’s sheathed rapier in the other. “Cook’s still working on the fish, sir.”
Kendril nodded absently. He got up and took the coffee. 
Wilkes laid the sword down on the desk as if it were an infant being put to bed. “The men said you—” he paused, suddenly self-conscious of his words. “That is to say, there was talk that you killed a, uh, werewolf this morning, sir.”
Kendril took a sip of the coffee. He gave a resigned nod of his head. “There was a werewolf at Hangman’s Hill, yes.”
Wilkes’ eyes grew wide. “You...you think there might be more of them, sir? Werewolves, I mean?”
Kendril glanced out the window at the parade ground. “There are dark forces stirring in the forests of Jothland. I wouldn’t be surprised if we see Regnuthu himself before this is over.” He turned his head back to the boy, and realized that the color had completely drained from Wilkes’ face. 
“Yes, sir,” the lad stammered. He stared down at the floor. His arms were trembling. “I—if you need anything, sir, just let me know. I’m still seeing about a new horse.” He gave a shaky salute, then started to turn for the door.
Kendril put the coffee down. “Wilkes?”
He turned. “Yes, sir?”
“How old are you?”
Wilkes hesitated. “Eighteen summers, sir.”
Kendril gave a half-smile. “How old are you really?”
Wilkes glanced down at the floor. “Sixteen, sir.”
“Sixteen,” Kendril murmured. He felt suddenly old.
Wilkes looked around, as if nervous. He lowered his voice to a whisper. “Sir? Can...I ask you a question?”
Kendril took another sip of the coffee. It was a little on the weak side. “Fire away.”
“When you killed that werewolf—” Wilkes swallowed. “Were you...scared?”
Kendril looked up from the dispatches at the young man’s eyes. He could read the fear there as plainly as if it had been an open book. 
And there were a lot of other men in the militia who were just as scared of meeting their first Jombard in battle, much less an abomination from the Void. 
“I was terrified,” Kendril lied.
Wilkes gave a nervous smile. He nodded his head eagerly. “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.” He pointed at the coffee. “If you want any more, let me know.” He saluted and exited the room.
Kendril stared at the empty doorway for a long moment, his fingers gripping the scouts’ dispatch on the desk in front of him. Then he flipped open the dispatch and scanned its contents.
His face slowly turned into a scowl as he read.
The report was clear enough, and really no surprise. The scouts had detected a massive presence of combined Jombard tribes not ten miles east of the Wall. They were still encamped in the same place they had been for the last four weeks, ever since the first round of attacks.
It was unusual for the pagan tribes to unite this long and remain in one place without either launching a massive attack or breaking up into warring factions. This “Great Fang” that the witch Bronwyn had mentioned must be a powerful war chieftain indeed to hold the barbarians together this long.
And then there were the werewolves. Kendril had killed one more than a month ago, in a sea cave along the coast when he had tried to capture Bronwyn. He had almost managed to convince himself that it had been an isolated incident, a unique intrusion of the Void into the real world.
Until this morning.
Kendril tossed the dispatch down and flicked his eyes up to the large map tacked on the wall of the office.
What was this Great Fang waiting for? The tension was like static electricity in the air before a storm. Why not throw all the barbarian tribes at the Wall at once and be done with it?
Kendril shook his head. The Jombards were coming. He knew that much. And when they did, he would meet them and break the horde before it could reach Redemption.
He grabbed the sword off the desk and buckled it onto his belt. It felt strangely heavy, and...wrong at his side. Without thinking Kendril’s eyes shifted to the trunk against the wall.
No. He wasn’t a Ghostwalker anymore. He couldn’t continue to live out his penance any longer. He needed to be Lord Ravenbrook again. He was the only one who could save this land and this people. 
His land. His people. 
Kendril was about to head for the door when he remembered the letter from the mayor. With a sigh he dug out the official dispatch and cut it open with the slim dagger he kept on the desk as a letter opener. 
With the sounds of the drill sergeant berating the new recruits out in the parade ground echoing in his ears, Kendril looked quickly over the letter.
Seconds later he crumpled it in his fist, his eyes ablaze. “Wilkes!”
The boy’s head appeared almost instantly. He had the look of a hound that had done something wrong and expected punishment. “Sir?”
“Saddle a horse for me, now,” Kendril ordered. He strung out a line of curses under his breath. “Tell Colonel Root I’m riding for Redemption.”
Wilkes nodded, half-afraid of the storm on Kendril’s face. “Y-yes, sir. Right away sir.”
Kendril threw the crumpled letter onto the desk.
Wilkes hesitated for just a moment in the doorway, his eyes on the crinkled dispatch. “What’s wrong, sir?”
Kendril jerked his head towards Wilkes so quickly that the boy almost physically leaped back. “What’s wrong? What’s wrong is that the honorable Lord Blackstone is about to hand the entire colony of Redemption over to the Jombards.”
Wilkes gawked. For a moment his legs seemed to have forgotten how to operate. 
Kendril clenched a fist, then stared over at Wilkes. “A horse, Wilkes. Now.”
 
There were bodies on the ground, amidst the trees and brambles. Twelve, by Bronwyn’s count. 
Senseless. So completely senseless. 
She strode in the forest between the two lines of tents and makeshift huts that the Jombard tribesmen had set up. “How did it start?” she asked, trying to keep her voice measured and calm. 
“The Blood Fang Clan insulted us,” the chieftain standing behind Bronwyn responded. He curled back his lips in a snarl. “They questioned our honor, our reputation. We—”
“That is a lie,” the Blood Fang chieftain broke in. He stood on the other side of Bronwyn, with half a dozen armed warriors at his side. “It was this coward and his lackeys who insulted us. The Half Moon Tribe has always been reckless and eager for treachery—”
The Half Moon chieftain reached for his spear. The warriors behind him jumped into action as well. They seemed to need little motivation to do so. 
The Blood Fang chieftain and his men had their weapons up in a moment as well. 
“Let us finish what you have started,” the Half Moon chieftain growled. “Show me your courage, you son of a suckling pig.”
The Blood Fang chieftain raised his spear, ready to cast it. “I would be more than happy to show you how a real warrior fights.”
Bronwyn gave a heavy sigh. She turned her head first to one chieftain, and then to the other. “I have stood in the presence of the goddess,” she said, her voice still low and calm. “And you would battle over petty grievances right in front of me?”
“The goddess has little sway here,” the Half Moon chieftain said. “Harnathu is our lord, and it is he who—”
Bronwyn turned on the man with a terrible expression on her face. “You would dare to speak ill of the goddess? To blaspheme her?”
The chieftain shrank back, sudden fear on his face. “I-I meant no disrespect. I only—”
Bronwyn raised her hand. Her amber eyes flashed with zealous rage. “You are cursed. The hand of the goddess is on you. You shall bear no children. Your wives shall find comfort in the arms of other men.”
The Half Moon chieftain fell to his knees, his face white and trembling. “No, no, priestess, I did not mean it! I spoke rashly, I—”
“The Blood Fang tribe still honors all the Seteru,” the second chieftain said smoothly. “Give me the word, priestess, and I shall kill this man for you and the goddess.”
Bronwyn turned to look at the man. As tempted as she was to take him up on his offer, she knew that he had no real desire to serve Indigoru or any of the other Seteru. This was a matter of tribal hatred and ongoing blood feuds, nothing more. And she could not afford for there to be more bloodshed in the camp.
The Great Fang needed to act, and soon. Or else the entire Jombard “army” would collapse.
“Stay your hand,” Bronwyn hissed at the Blood Fang chieftain. “Do you think that Indigoru is unable to defend herself?”
“One might then ask, witch, why she did not do so at Vorten?” A new voice, deep and sonorous, came from behind Bronwyn.
She whirled, startled. 
The Great Fang moved towards her. He exuded the strength and power of a bear, but stepped with the lightness and smoothness of a leopard. Behind him were Odgar and several other chieftains. All were wearing their war paint and were armed. 
“There has been another skirmish,” said Bronwyn. She raised her head, trying her best not to show her surprise at the Fang’s unexpected appearance. “The tribes are restless, Great Fang. If we do not—”
“Peace, witch,” the Fang rumbled. “At last I have heard from Harnathu the wolf-god. It is time to gather the tribes to march for war.” He looked up at the chieftains and warriors who were crowding all around. “It is time for Redemption to burn. Time for the Demonbane to die.”
 



Chapter 8
 
Kara came wide awake at the shock of the cold, salty water in her face.
She sat up, coughing and sputtering. Her head, hair, and shoulders were absolutely soaked.
A pirate threw down a wooden bucket with a roaring laugh. “That did it, boys! The lady’s back with us.”
There was a series of shouts and catcalls. 
Kara scrambled to her feet. She reached instinctively at her belt for her dagger.
Unsurprisingly, it wasn’t there.
The pirate, a tall man with a crooked nose and salt-and-pepper colored hair, pushed the tip of a sharp cutlass right under Kara’s chin. “I wouldn’t do anything fool-like if I was you, doll.” He gave a leering smile. “It’d be a shame to cut that pretty face of yours.”
“Stand still, Kara,” came Maklavir’s voice to her left. He spoke in a low whisper. “Don’t do anything rash.”
Kara glanced to her left. 
Maklavir was there, along with the merchant ship captain and the crew. They were lined against the far railing of the merchant ship. Most looked relatively unharmed, save for the merchant captain himself. He was pressing his rolled-up jacket to a bleeding cut in his stomach, wincing and giving Maklavir fearful and hated glances.
Kara looked to her right. 
Joseph was there too. He was unarmed and partially slouched over the railing of the ship. His face was still a sickly green, and Kara could see that he was barely standing. 
Another pirate came up to the one with the broken nose. “Boys are pokin’ around the hold, Petranus. Ain’t found nothing much of value, just some china dishes and boots.”
Petranus gave a nod, looking over the line of prisoners with a triumphant air. “There’s always gold somewhere on a ship like this. We’ll tear it apart until we find it.”
The pirates gave a roaring cheer.
Kara began to shiver in the brisk ocean breeze. Her head was pounding, and she could feel dried blood in her hair. She glanced over at Maklavir. “Why is it that I’m always the one getting conked on the head?” she whispered.
“It was the captain,” said Maklavir coldly. He threw a glance at the merchant captain, who quickly looked away.
That took Kara by surprise. “The captain?” she said. “But why—?”
“He was afraid that your courageous action would incur the wrath of the pirates on him and his crew,” Maklavir said, the contempt clear in his voice. 
Kara looked at the captain’s stab wound again. “Then how--?”
Maklavir gave an embarrassed shrug. “Well, I’m afraid that I rather stabbed the little imp after he clocked you.” He wrinkled his nose. “Purely reflex, you understand. But he deserved it.”
“You two,” Petranus said, “shut up or you can taste a bit of my steel.”
Maklavir and Kara both shut their mouths and leaned back against the railing.
“Well, well,” came a sudden, unfamiliar voice. “This is a surprise.”
The pirates parted, and a woman strode through their midst. She was dark-skinned, like a Spice Landers, but her accent was strongly Baderan. Long, russet hair fell down from underneath a cocked black tricorn that she wore on her head. She was dressed like a man, with black trousers and a lacy white shirt that revealed quite a bit of cleavage. Over the shirt she wore a black naval jacket trimmed in gold. On her feet were black boots that shone with golden buckles. The belt that circled her slim waist held a long rapier and a dagger. At least one wheelock pistol was tucked into the sash as well. 
The woman stepped up to Kara, and examined the redheaded girl carefully. “And what is your name, love?”
Kara bristled. “Why don’t you tell me yours first?” Her head was still pounding and her hair dripped seawater onto the green cloak that covered her shoulders. 
The woman smiled. “Well. You have a sharp tongue on you, don’t you?” She looked around at the men behind her. “A tongue to match her skill with the bow, eh boys?”
There was a disgruntled, angry murmur from the crowd of buccaneers.
The pirate woman turned back to Kara. “Haven’t made many friends, I see.” She spread her hands wide and gave an egregious bow. “As for myself, I am Sadira, the pirate queen of the Golden Waters and beyond.” She waved her hand towards Kara. “And you?”
Kara stiffened, staring at the hostile faces of the pirates. “Kara,” she mumbled.
“Kara,” said Sadira with a beaming face. “A pretty name for a pretty girl.”
“What are you going to do with us?” Maklavir asked quietly.
Sadira turned her attention to the diplomat. “With a handsome man like you?” She stepped close to Maklavir and walked one of her fingers up the center of his chest. “Perhaps I’ll keep you for myself.” She leaned in close, a mischievous winkle in her eyes. “Would you like that?”
“Please,” the merchant captain begged, his face pale with fear, “we’ll give you whatever you want. Just spare our lives—”
Sadira tossed a hand in a dismissive gesture. “Oh, please. I am not about to execute the lot of you out of spite.” She turned away from Maklavir. “I’m a privateer, not a barbarian.” She looked over towards where several members of her crew were hauling chests and barrels from the hold of the merchant ship onto the pirate ship. “Once we have taken what is of use to us, we will let you sail onwards.” She glanced back at the merchant captain. “Unharmed.”
The man gave a feverish nod. “Thank you. Eru bless you, I—”
“Except,” Sadira said with a pointed finger at Kara, “for her.”
There was a shocked silence on the deck of the merchant ship.
Sadira snapped her fingers at two of the nearest pirates. “Take her.”
They surged forward and grabbed Kara by the arms, dragging her forwards to the middle of the deck. 
Kara kicked and struggled, but the two muscled buccaneers held her fast. 
Joseph staggered forward, clenching his fists.
One of the nearest pirates slugged him hard in the stomach. 
Joseph collapsed back against the railing and crashed to the deck.
“Joseph!” Kara cried over her shoulder. 
A pirate gave her a hard backhanded slap across the face.
Kara’s head jerked from the blow. Blood trickled from her mouth. 
A cheer went up from the pirates.
Maklavir took a step forward, his eyes flaring. “You said none of us would be harmed.”
A pirate pulled out a wheelock pistol and stuck the barrel in Maklavir’s face.
Maklavir barely hesitated or noticed. “You said you weren’t a barbarian,” he said to Sadira’s back. “What is this, then?”
Joseph coughed and retched. He pulled himself back up against the railing.
Another pirate kept his cutlass aimed squarely at Joseph’s mid-section. 
Sadira turned. “This? This is justice, my friend. Honor. Code.” She gave an exaggerated sigh. “It is out of my hands.”
Maklavir flicked his eyes to the black barrel of the pistol that hovered just inches from his face. “And what does that mean, exactly?”
Sadira gave a slight shrug. “This little vixen killed two of my men.” She leaned close to Kara, as if examining a wild animal. “And wounded two more quite badly, I might add.”
Kara glared back at Sadira. The two pirates locked her arms, holding her tight. 
“Now,” Sadira continued, speaking as if she were ruminating on a point of philosophy, “it is the law of the sea that blood requires blood.” She gave a shrug of her shoulders. “I cannot let this girl go. If I did, anyone would think they could just kill my crew without consideration of the consequences.”
“You attacked us,” Joseph gasped. His face was still contorted in pain.
“I assure you,” Sadira said gracefully, “this is nothing personal. It is purely business. When this woman,” she pointed at Kara, “kills my men, she costs me money and time. There must be payment for that. Remuneration.” She stepped forward and fingered Kara’s red hair. “It is a pity, to be sure. I have no doubt that you would fetch a great deal in the slave markets of Cayman. Red hair is so rare.”
The pirates crowded on the deck chuckled and jeered.
Sadira turned. “We shall do this properly. Get the plank.”
Kara slammed the heel of her boot down on the toe of one of the pirates who was holding her. 
He screamed and released his hold, hopping backwards.
The second pirate started to turn, still holding her arm tightly. 
Kara kneed him hard in the stomach.
The man crashed back onto the deck, holding his stomach and grunting.
Three more pirates rushed in and grabbed Kara’s arms.
She twisted, kicking and fighting as the men restrained her.
Joseph started forward.
The pirate in front of him poked the tip of his cutlass into Joseph’s chest. “Don’t even think about it,” he rumbled.
The first pirate whose foot Kara had stepped on limped forward. He drew a long, sharp knife from his belt. “Let me at her,” he rasped, “and I’ll show her who’s—”
“Enough,” said Sadira. She glared at the pirate until he slunk back a step. “We will do this properly.” She nodded towards one of the dead bodies on the main deck. “Heave that overboard.” She gave Kara a cruel smile. “We want to make sure there are enough sharks before we toss you in. Drownings are so boring.” She motioned towards Kara with her hand. “Bind her hands, gentlemen.”
The pirates pulled Kara’s arms back roughly. One began to tie her wrists together tightly. 
Kara kicked and writhed like a snake. 
The pirates cursed and grunted as they tried to bind her hands. One got a boot in the face for his efforts.
“Well, well,” said Sadira with an admiring smile. “She really is quite the fighter, isn’t she?” She swept her gaze over the sheepish crew of the merchant ship. “She certainly puts you big strong men to shame.”
Maklavir stepped forward, ignoring the pistol barrel that was practically touching his cheek. “You can’t do this.”
Sadira gave a helpless shrug. “As I said before, handsome, it is out of my hands.” She nodded to a group of pirates.
They heaved the bloody corpse of the dead pirate overboard, arrow and all. Then they grabbed one of the boarding planks and stuck it out over the heaving ocean. 
A fin cut through the surface of the water almost immediately, low and gray. Another came from off to the left, then disappeared. 
The body of the dead pirate jerked once, rolling haphazardly in the swell. Then it was yanked underneath the waves. 
Petranus peered out over the side of the ship. “Looks like the sharks are hungry today.”
A cheer sounded from the assorted pirates. They pushed Kara forward towards the boarding plank.
Kara turned her head, looking fearfully at Maklavir and Joseph.
Joseph started forward again, grabbing clumsily at the pirate in front of him.
The pirate bashed him on the head with the hilt of his cutlass.
Joseph dropped unconscious to the deck of the ship.
“Wait,” said Maklavir suddenly. 
“Oh, let it go, you fool,” the merchant captain hissed. “Better that she die than all of us die.”
Sadira drew her rapier.
The pirates that held Kara pushed her onto the end of the board. 
She wobbled for a moment, but even with her hands tied she managed to regain her balance.
Sadira lowered her sword, and pointed it straight at Kara. She began to walk quickly forward.
“I said wait,” Maklavir repeated. He took a step forward.
The pirate in front of him snarled and shoved the pistol into his face.
“Oh for Eru’s sake,” Maklavir snapped, “if you’re going to shoot me then do it already. Otherwise get that bloody thing out of my face.” He pushed the barrel of the pistol aside. 
Sadira came right up to Kara. Her rapier flashed in the weak sunlight. She brought the sharp tip of the blade to within a couple inches of Kara’s chest. “I told you,” she said without looking back, “this is not personal. It is a matter of business.”
“I know,” Maklavir said. His voice was deadly calm.
Sadira paused. She turned her head ever so slightly.
Maklavir straightened the cuffs of his shirt. “Let’s make a deal.” He tilted his head. “Unless, of course, you’re afraid to.”
Silence swept the deck.
Sadira turned fully around. She lifted her rapier again. “You have nothing to bargain with, handsome.”
“The name,” said Maklavir as he plucked a piece of lint off his sleeve, “is Maklavir. And I beg to differ. I do have something to bargain with.”
The faintest hint of a smile crossed Sadira’s lips. “Well, perhaps there is a man with courage aboard this ship after all.” She lifted her rapier and rested the blade on her padded shoulder. “Please, Maklavir, bargain away.”
“I can offer myself,” said Maklavir coolly. 
Kara stared wide-eyed at her friend. “Maklavir—”
Sadira raised a hand without turning around. “Silence, vixen, or I’ll have you gagged as well as bound.” She looked Maklavir up and down with a discerning gaze. “You don’t seem to be a very good trade.”
“That’s because you don’t know who I am,” Maklavir said quickly. He reached a hand inside his vest pocket. 
The pirate with the pistol straightened and shoved his gun forward with a growl.
Maklavir gave him a sidelong glance. “Yes, do be on your guard. I might pull out a dagger or something. What will you and your twenty friends do then?”
Sadira smiled and waved her hand.
The pirate backed away reluctantly. He kept his pistol trained on Maklavir.
Maklavir squared his shoulders, then pulled out a large piece of paper with an official seal stamped on the bottom. 
Sadira narrowed her eyes. “And what, pray tell, is that?”
“It’s an official document that declares that I am a diplomat for the nation of Valmingaard, and therefore a person of some importance,” Maklavir said smoothly. “Assuming, of course, that any of you are capable of reading.”
There was a round of angry muttering from the assembled pirates.
Sadira tapped her fingers on the hilt of her rapier. “Petranus,” she said after a moment. “Bring it here, will you?”
The imposing pirate with the crooked nose crossed over to Maklavir with a glare and a sneer. He snatched the paper out of Maklavir’s hand, then handed it to Sadira.
She looked over it for a moment, an eyebrow skeptically cocked.
Maklavir stood placidly by, his arms folded as calmly as if he had been waiting for a dinner reservation. 
Kara twisted and wobbled on the bouncing plank. Her gaze shifted fearfully from Maklavir to Sadira and back again.
Sadira handed the paper back to Petranus. “All right, so you’re a diplomat. You still have nothing to bargain with.” She gave a little laugh. “Unless you intend to threaten us. Valmingaard is, I am afraid, far away from here.”
“Yes,” Maklavir agreed, “but the pockets of the King are still deep.” He looked out over the tossing sea towards the horizon. “I happen to be on a very important mission to Redemption. Valmingaard, as you may or may not know, is currently at war and desperate for supplies.” Maklavir glanced back at Sadira, the feather bobbing on his cap. “We need the lumber that the colony can give us.”
Sadira gave a long, slow smile. “This is sounding more and more like a threat, handsome. And I do not respond well to threats.”
Petranus put a hand on his own cutlass with a malicious grin.
Maklavir snorted. “Don’t be stupid.” He looked around the ship. “I have nothing to threaten you with. Valmingaard is hardly a naval power.”
Petranus started forward, but Sadira laid a hand on his arm. 
“Then tell me,” she said, her voice losing none of its charm. “What do you have to offer me, handsome?”
“Money,” said Maklavir. “And lots of it. The King of Valmingaard will pay to have one of his principle diplomats released from captivity by a gang of ruthless pirates.” His purple cape flapped and twirled in the ocean breeze. “Assuming, of course, that I remain unharmed.” He glanced significantly at Petranus.
With a deep frown the pirate slowly took his hand off the hilt of the cutlass.
Sadira rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “I admit, I am only a simple pirate, but I still fail to see how this is a negotiation.”
Maklavir nodded at Kara. “You let her go, and I’ll come with you willingly.” He swung his head around to the rest of the crew and the unconscious form of Joseph. “Them, too.”
Sadira took a step forward. Her eyes had more than a glint of malice in them. “This woman killed two of my men.”
Maklavir didn’t budge. “I’m worth more.”
“Maklavir—” Kara started to say.
“Shut up,” Maklavir shot at her. He turned his gaze back to the beautiful pirate queen. “Well, what do you say?”
Sadira swung her rapier down off her shoulder. She held the point of the blade just off the deck of ship. “Ah, but now we have another problem,” she said softly. “I do not see why I cannot simply kill her,” she pointed a finger at Kara, “and ransom you to your government at my leisure.”
A smattering of laughter came from the pirates on the deck. Several pushed in close, fingering knives and pistols.
Kara swayed unevenly on the board. She spread her booted feet, trying to keep them as flat and braced on the plank as she could. 
Below her at least half a dozen lean gray shapes moved just under the surface of the water.
“Well,” Sadira repeated, “I’m waiting for an answer, handsome.”
“Are you?” Maklavir’s voice was calm and low, as if he was ordering breakfast in an inn. “I didn’t want to insult your intelligence. I have no doubt that you’re a very cunning and capable woman.”
Sadira laughed. “You are quite the flatterer, aren’t you Maklavir?” She lifted her head. “Very well, then. Indulge me all the same.”
Maklavir crossed his arms. “You must meet my terms for the following reasons. First, my government will not pay you any ransom for me unless they are persuaded that I am indeed in your custody, and am alive and unharmed.” Maklavir held up two fingers. “Second, the only evidence you will be able to provide them of the aforementioned conditions is if I voluntarily write a letter to my government to said effect. And third,” and here he raised a final finger, “I will in no way write such a letter if you harm Kara or any other member of this crew.” Maklavir paused, and looked disdainfully back at the merchant captain. “Except for him. Toss that one to the sharks for all I care.”
Sadira lifted her rapier. Her dark eyes flashed, even though there was still a smile on her face. “You play a dangerous game, Maklavir.”
“I play to win,” Maklavir said. “As I’m sure you do as well. Play this smart and we can both walk away winners.”
Kara looked imploringly at the diplomat. “Maklavir, don’t—”
“Oh, do shut up,” Maklavir hissed at the girl. “For once in your life just keep still.”
Kara shut her mouth, a surprised look on her face.
Sadira tested the edge of her rapier with her finger, her eyes never leaving Maklavir. “Your logic, I’m afraid, is not without its flaws.”
Maklavir didn’t flinch. “Try me.”
Sadira raised a finger of her own. “I could threaten you with bodily harm unless you write the letter for me.” Her eyes twinkled ominously. “Some of my men are quite good at such techniques.”
Maklavir’s face remained unchanged. “I think that you will find me quite an obstinate man.”
Sadira gave an unexpected laugh. “But I already do, Maklavir.” She took a breath and nodded her head. “Alright, I will save us both blood and time and grant you that point.” She paced around to Maklavir’s side, her eyes flitting to where Kara stood on the plank. “But I don’t need a letter to prove that I have you prisoner. I could send an article of your clothing, a personal belonging.”
“Which you could have easily taken off my dead body,” Maklavir returned. His head did not turn, but his eyes followed Sadira as she moved. “The King will not pay ransom for me unless he knows I’m alive.”
Sadira stopped and turned suddenly. “I could forge the letter.”
Maklavir snorted. “When there are court officials in Varnost who know my penmanship on sight? I think not.”
Sadira nodded and looked off to the side of the ship. “I see. Well, I suppose that leaves only one last argument you have not accounted for.”
Maklavir looked over at the pirate queen. “Really? And what would that be?”
Sadira made a gesture to Petranus.
The hulking pirate strode over and grabbed Kara, then yanked her down off the plank.
The redheaded woman hit the deck hard, her arms still bound behind her back. 
Petranus pulled a long dagger from his belt. He grabbed Kara by the hair and dragged her up to a kneeling position. 
Kara gasped in pain, her face white. Her hair hung plastered to her face and neck, still damp from the seawater. 
Maklavir watched in silence. His face did not change expression. 
Petranus pushed the sharp edge of his dagger against Kara’s face. 
Sadira came forward. She pushed the sharp tip of the rapier right underneath Maklavir’s chin. “You will write the letter for me,” she said in a low voice, “or you will watch as my men cut this little tart apart piece by piece.”
Maklavir turned his head slowly to face Sadira. “I swear by Eru the One,” he said in a chilling tone, “if you so much as pluck a hair from her head, I will kill you.”
“Kill me?” Sadira gave a mocking laugh. “You and what army, Maklavir?”
“You heard me,” he said.
“And you heard me,” Sadira replied. She pushed the metal of her blade right against Maklavir’s throat. “You will write the letter for me.”
Maklavir’s face was a shade paler, but his mouth was still set in an implacable line. “I will not. Not until you release Kara and the crew.”
Sadira stared at Maklavir for a long moment.
A trickle of blood appeared where the rapier pressed into Maklavir’s skin. 
There was a deathly silence across the whole deck for several seconds. 
Sadira stepped back and lowered her rapier. She chuckled and shook her head. “Well, well.”
“Care to illuminate me as to what is so humorous?” asked Maklavir. His arms were still crossed, his voice quite calm. 
Sadira sheathed her rapier. “I can tell a lot about a man from his eyes. The eyes, they never lie.” She raised two fingers and pointed at Maklavir’s face with a smile. “Beneath all that lace and silk, there is steel in you, Maklavir. In your eyes.”
Maklavir looked over at the pirate queen.
Sadira raised her head. “It takes courage to stand like this before a band of bloodthirsty pirates. Before me.” She snapped her fingers. “I could have you killed like that, you know.”
“I know,” Maklavir said.
Sadira paced away a few steps, then looked back over her shoulder. “And yet you risk all this for the woman you love.”
For the first time in the conversation, Maklavir’s face blanched.
Despite the dagger against her face, Kara looked up with a start. 
“I told you,” said Sadira with a sly grin, “a man’s eyes hide nothing.”
“I-I don’t—” Maklavir stammered. He glanced quickly and nervously at Kara. “She’s—” He took a breath, regaining his composure as best he could. “She’s a dear friend of mine.” His face twitched ever so slightly. “Like a sister.”
Sadira’s smile seemed to hint of both wisdom and mockery all at once. “Between a man and woman? There is no such thing.”
Kara stared at Maklavir. Her face seemed even paler than before.
Maklavir couldn’t meet her gaze. He looked down at the deck of the ship. Wind tossed the feather that stuck from his cap and ruffled his cape. 
Sadira looked quickly between Kara and Maklavir. “Ah,” she said with obvious glee. “The love is unrequited, then.” She stared hard at Kara and winked. “She did not know before now?”
Maklavir looked up again, straight at Sadira. His face was drawn again, his eyes hard. “Let her go,” he said. “With the rest of the crew. Unharmed. When they’re safely on their way I’ll write the ransom letter for you.”
Sadira tapped the tip of her rapier on the planks of the deck. “I admit, Maklavir, you make a compelling case.”
Maklavir visibly relaxed and nodded. “You’ll let her and the others go, then?”
Sadira shrugged. “If it were up to me? Yes. Unfortunately, the law of the sea is not so easily overridden.” She flicked the rapier towards Kara. “Petranus, throw the tart overboard.”
 



Chapter 9
 
The rain that had been threatening all afternoon broke out at last, bringing a light but steady fall. The last two miles into Redemption were cold and wet. Kendril was soaked through by the time he galloped through the eastern gate. 
The guards made a move to stop him, but when they saw who he was, they both stepped back out of the way of his horse with hurried salutes. 
Kendril thundered past them, tearing into the streets of Redemption at a breakneck pace. Mud and water exploded out from his horse’s crashing hooves.
Several merchants and fur trappers cursed as they scrambled out of his way, shaking fists as he passed. One even threw a half-eaten apple at him. 
Kendril didn’t care. He didn’t draw in his mount until he was right in front of the large wooden building that served as the town’s city hall. He was off his horse in less than a second, flinging the reins so hard against the hitching post that they wrapped around three times. 
Several onlookers stopped to gawk at the man in the mud-splattered buff coat who had just come tearing into the street. Somewhere a dog barked.
Kendril took the steps in a flash. He slammed both his hands into the double doors that led into the building, then moved quickly across the red and gold carpet inside.
A small, bald man behind a desk looked up quickly as Kendril entered. He jumped up from his chair. “Sir? Sir! Please, your boots—” He pointed a wavering finger at the trail of black mud that Kendril was trailing behind him. “You must—”
“Regnuthu take the boots,” Kendril thundered. “Blackstone. Where is he?”
The small man’s eyes were still fixed on the mud that covered the carpet. “Lord Blackstone, the Honorable Mayor, is not currently available to—”
Kendril stepped right up to the desk. 
The man fell back into his chair.
“I didn’t ask you for his schedule,” said Kendril. “I asked you where he was.”
The receptionist looked as though he might faint. He lifted a trembling finger towards a door down the nearby hallway. “Th-there, sir. But you can’t—”
Kendril didn’t wait for the rest. He clomped down the hall, straight for the door.
The small man nearly fell as he got out of his chair. He grasped in the air after Kendril’s retreating form. “No, wait, sir—”
Kendril slammed both his hands into the door and opened it wide.
Inside was a room clustered with bookshelves and dominated by a long, polished wood table. There was a fireplace at one end. Three men, all wearing fashionable suits, were clustered around the fire. They held lit pipes and tumbler glasses filled with brandy. Their laughter and conversation stopped the moment Kendril entered.
“I say!” said one of them, an older gentleman with a long white beard. “What on Zanthora is—?”
Kendril focused his sight on a tall, thin man with a trim black beard who was leaning against the mantelpiece of the roaring fire. “Blackstone.”
Lord Blackstone calmly set his glass of brandy down on the stone mantelpiece. “Ah, Lord Ravenbrook,” he replied. “I thought I would be seeing you soon enough.” He gestured to the two gentlemen to his right and left. “I don’t believe you’ve met Mr. Killian and Dr. Moranis, but then you have been out of Jothland for some time, haven’t you?”
The small man from the front desk appeared at the open doorway just behind Kendril. He wrung his hands nervously, glancing around Kendril. 
Blackstone raised a hand. “It’s all right, Esdras.” He looked at Kendril and gave a meaningful smile. “Kendril and I are old friends.”
Kendril’s gaze flashed to the two men in the room. “Party’s over, gentlemen.” He jerked a thumb towards the doorway. “Both of you out.”
Dr. Moranis rose from his chair. He plucked his smoking pipe from his mouth. “Why I never. How dare this man come in here and—”
Blackstone put a hand on the man’s shoulder. “I apologize, gentlemen. Lord Ravenbrook and I have some matters to discuss.” He gave an affable smile. “Esdras will show you the way out.”
Still ruffled, the two men put down their glasses and exited the room. They glanced nervously at Kendril as they scooted by him. 
Kendril didn’t move. He stood at the far end of the table, his hands digging into the top of the nearest chair. He glared straight at Blackstone.
“So,” said Blackstone as soon as the men had left. “I see you still have no sense of tact or decorum.” He gave a haughty glance in Kendril’s direction. “Tuldor’s beard, man, you’re getting mud all over the carpet.”
“You’re out of your mind,” Kendril said. He reached into his buff coat and pulled out the crumpled letter with the mayoral seal, then slammed it down onto the long table. “You can’t do this. You’ll destroy all of Redemption.”
Blackstone took the brandy off the mantelpiece. He turned and gave Kendril a measured glance. “So much like your father.” He took a sip. “Impetuous. Violent.” His eyes moved down to the flintlock pistols and long rapier that hung at Kendril’s belt. “With that tone of voice I’m surprised you haven’t shot me yet.”
Kendril narrowed his gaze. “The day’s still young.”
Blackstone chuckled. “Yes, I suppose it is.” He put the glass down on the table. “You should never have come back to Redemption, Kendril. You’ve been away too long. We’ve moved on without you.” His blue eyes gave Kendril a piercing look. “Without the Ravenbrooks.”
“Is that why you tried to have me killed?” Kendril growled.
Blackstone raised a finger. “Careful, Lord Ravenbrook. That’s slander. No one regrets what happened to you more than me, but Colonel Belvedere and his gang were mercenaries of the lowest caliber.” He raised the glass. “There’s no telling who hired them, or why. Surely a man such as yourself has made plenty of enemies in his time. People who might want you dead.”
Kendril took a deep breath. “We both know who hired them.”
“And yet,” said Blackstone as he studied his brandy glass, “you’ve brought no charges against me.” He glanced at Kendril. “You haven’t even challenged me to a proper duel. And that makes me think you have a distinct lack of evidence to support your accusations.”
“Trust me, Blackstone,” said Kendril, “if I wanted you dead, you’d be dead.”
Blackstone gave another dark chuckle. “Now, now, Ravenbrook. You’ve moved from slander to threats.” He motioned to the chair that Kendril’s hands were on. “But that’s not why you’ve come, is it?”
Kendril ignored the proffered seat and remained standing. “You can’t disband the militia. Not now. For Eru’s sake, man, I always knew you were a schemer and a blackheart, but I didn’t think you were a fool as well.”
Blackstone tapped his finger against the side of his glass. “More slander,” he warned. He took a slow sip of the brandy. “And for the record, I have every right to disband the Redemption militia.” He gave Kendril a sidelong glance. “Unless, of course, you and your men are removing a parliamentary-appointed official from his rightful place of rule.” He swished the ice cubes around in his glass. “A military takeover? I suppose you could install yourself as the next mayor, for however long it might last.”
Kendril eyed Blackstone carefully. “You really only think of yourself, don’t you? If you disband the militia, the Wall will fall.”
“Really?” Blackstone took another sip and settled down into one of the chairs next to the crackling fire. “Because I was under the impression that the Arbelan regulars were in charge of holding the Wall, not the militia.”
“Arbela is up to its neck in cult uprisings and civil war,” Kendril said in a grinding voice. “We’re not their priority right now. The Lord Protector isn’t going to be showing up anytime soon with an army to protect us.”
“We have the dragoons,” Blackstone said calmly.
“Yearling’s men are stretched thin,” Kendril said. He rose to his full height. “When the Jombards hit the Wall again, they won’t stand a chance if the militia isn’t backing them up.”
“If they hit the Wall again,” Blackstone said. He stretched a hand behind him and snatched a fire poker from where it hung next to the hearth. “It’s been what, almost four weeks?” He got up from the chair, and stabbed at the logs in the fire. “If the Jombards were going to attack, they’d have attacked by now.”
Kendril took a deep breath, trying to calm himself. “The Jombards just attacked the Wall this morning. They overran the milefort at Hangman’s Hill. For Eru’s sake, there was a werewolf—”
Lord Blackstone gave a short, barking laugh. “Oh, please, Ravenbrook, let’s not start telling wild stories, shall we?” He replaced the fire poker and turned to face Kendril. “This is hardly Vorten, is it? There are no demons here, no pagan gods come to destroy us.” He fixed his blue eyes on Kendril. “Just you and your delusions of grandeur.”
Kendril’s hands twitched, as if he was going to reach for a weapon. “The Jombards are coming.”
“You don’t know that.”
“I have a scouts’ report on my desk that says that thousands of Jombards are sitting just miles from the Wall,” Kendril seethed. “When they come, and they will come, they’ll sweep over those dragoons in a moment. If the militia isn’t there to reinforce the line, they’ll be in Redemption before we can stop them.”
“Yes,” said Blackstone as he dropped back into his chair, “so you keep saying. From time to time the Jombards have been known to gather together, burn a few outlying farms and make their presence known, and then disappear back into the forest.” He picked up his glass again. “It happens every few years or so. If you lived here you would know that.”
Kendril ignored the barb. “This is different.”
Blackstone gazed coolly at Kendril. “I don’t see how.”
“I’ve written it all time and again in my reports,” Kendril said in a strained voice. “The Jombard tribes are being led by a skilled war chieftain.”
“Ah, yes.” Blackstone drained the last of his brandy and smacked his lips. “Your so-called ‘Great Fang.’” He raised a thin eyebrow. “It has rather the air of the melodramatic, wouldn’t you say?”
Kendril took both hands off the chair. “I think you had better be careful now, Lord Blackstone,” he said quietly. “By my count this is the third time that you’ve implied that I’m a liar.” He rested one hand significantly on the hilt of his rapier. “Men have been called out for less than that.”
“Me, take you on in a duel?” Blackstone waved a hand with a laugh. “I wouldn’t dream of it, Ravenbrook. You’re the man of action after all, not me.” He gave a smile, pressing the fingertips of his hands together. “I would never suggest that you were lying. Perish the thought. But I am also aware that intelligence reports can sometimes be faulty. Incomplete.” He made a circle with his hands. “Makes it hard to get the whole perspective of what’s going on.”
“And you have the whole perspective?” Kendril’s voice was as hard and cold as iron. 
“I admit that I’m not a military man,” Blackstone said. “Tactics and strategy and regiments and all such are beyond my knowledge.” He pointed a finger in the air. “But economics, that I understand.”
Kendril didn’t say anything. He continued to watch Blackstone through narrowed eyes.
“You see, Kendril,” Blackstone continued, speaking as if he were lecturing in a classroom, “for you and your friends to play soldier like you’re doing costs money. Lots of it. And the longer you dash around on horseback and drill on your parade ground and fight imaginary Jombards—”
Kendril’s face twitched angrily, but he still didn’t say anything.
“—the more money it all costs.” Blackstone began holding up fingers. “Base salary for the militiamen, for starters. Then uniforms. Ammunition. Food and drink. Feed for the horses. Weapons—”
“War is expensive,” Kendril said unsympathetically. “But it’s still cheaper than letting Redemption burn to the ground.”
“Oh,” said Blackstone as he sat up in his chair, “but you haven’t let me even get to the best part. All these men you have in uniform are not only draining money from our coffers, but they’re not making money either.” Blackstone rose to his feet. “There are fields that will need planting here in just a few weeks. Right now the farmers are all drilling at Stockade. The saw mills are silent because there’s no one to work them. The fur trade has practically dried up because all the trappers have taken arms.”
Kendril crossed his arms and gave a cynical smile. “Seeing a loss in your profits, Blackstone?”
“I’m no fool, Kendril,” Blackstone said, his eyes blazing. “I know what your plan is. Your family has hated mine for years. There has always been a feud between us.”
Kendril raised his eyebrows. “What does that have to do with anything?”
“Is has to do with everything,” Blackstone hissed. “You intend to ruin me. To take over as Lord Mayor. Admit it!”
Kendril stared at the man as if seeing him for the first time. “You’re completely insane,” he said. 
“If someone doesn’t stop you,” Blackstone said, his eyes feverish, “you won’t just destroy me, Ravenbrook. You’ll destroy Redemption. Everything my family has worked to build here.”
“I’m not trying to destroy Redemption,” Kendril said. “I’m trying to save it.” He jabbed a finger at the letter on the table. “But if you disband the militia, you’re signing all of our death warrants.”
“Am I?” said Blackstone with a laugh. “Or am I just ruining your little game, Ravenbrook?” He fell back into his chair and pressed the fingertips of his hands back together. “I’ve sent a letter to Colonel Yearling. You have until the end of the day to send the men home, or the dragoons are to consider your army an unauthorized rebel force.” His eyes glinted. “And if you don’t disband the men, Yearling will do it for you. By force if necessary.”
“Talin’s ashes,” Kendril whispered. “You really are mad.”
“This meeting is concluded, Lord Ravenbrook,” Blackstone announced triumphantly. “And next time, please wipe your boots before entering the building.”
Kendril snatched a flintlock pistol from his holster. He snapped back the hammer and aimed the barrel directly at Blackstone’s head. “If you do this,” he said in a cold voice, “we’re all as good as dead.”
“Yes,” said Blackstone with a mocking laugh. “Well then, go ahead and shoot me.” He stood up from his chair, spreading his arms wide. “Here, I’ll make a better target for you. Shoot me dead, Ravenbrook, and take the town for yourself. Prove me right.”
Kendril gritted his teeth. 
Slowly, almost painfully, he lifted the pistol up into the air. 
Blackstone chuckled. “Well, well. It appears that you’re a coward after all, Ravenbrook.” He smiled. “I win. You lose.”
Kendril shoved his pistol back in his holster. He gave Blackstone one last icy glare, then turned on his heels.
“Always nice chatting, Lord Ravenbrook,” Blackstone called out behind him. “Be sure to come again soon.”
 
Petranus and another pirate grabbed Kara by the arms. They lifted the struggling girl to place her back on the plank.
Maklavir jumped forward.
The pirate closest to him, the one with the pistol, had glanced back at Kara’s predicament with a grin. At Maklavir’s sudden movement he snapped his head back around.
Maklavir grabbed his pistol arm and bent it upwards. Then, quick as a wink, he twisted the pistol out of the pirate’s grip.
“Hey!’ Petranus roared. He dropped Kara and reached for his cutlass.
Maklavir slammed the butt of the wheelock pistol into the unarmed pirate’s head and knocked him flat to the deck. He whirled around and pointed the pistol directly at Sadira.
There was a flurry of shouts from the pirates. Pistols and swords flashed out into hands.
Maklavir circled around Sadira, keeping his pistol pointing squarely at her head. “I swear by all that is holy,” he said, “I’ll kill you if you throw her overboard.”
Sadira dropped her rapier to the deck. She lifted her hands with a smile. “You would shoot an unarmed woman, Maklavir? Not very gentlemanly.”
“You’ll forgive me if I don’t waste too many manners on a criminal and a murderer,” Maklavir said between his teeth. He glanced back at the pirates.
A line of black pistol and musket barrels pointed directly at him. 
Maklavir swallowed. He waved the pistol at Sadira. “Tell them to let Kara go.”
“And then what?” Sadira gave a little laugh. “Supposing you do shoot me, Maklavir, what then?” She looked back at Petranus and the other pirates. “My men here will kill you where you stand.”
Maklavir lifted his head. “That being true, I would still take you with me.”
Sadira sighed deeply. She spread her delicate hands. “Alright, Maklavir. You have my full attention.”
“There’s no need to kill her,” Maklavir said. His eyes danced back and forth between Sadira and the other pirates, who were starting to edge closer. “We can make a deal. We can all still win here.”
“Or you’ll shoot me?” Sadira asked with a smile. “I’ve seen your eyes, Maklavir. You’re not a killer.”
Maklavir lowered his pistol. “You’re right. I’m not.” He glanced back at Kara, then at Sadira. “I’m a diplomat. A negotiator. This is a simple arrangement. You want profit. I want Kara to live.” Maklavir tossed the loaded gun onto the deck. “I’ll go with you, sign whatever letter you want.” He nodded towards Kara. “Just as soon as I know she’s safe.”
“Captain,” Petranus growled. “Don’t listen to this fop.” He grabbed Kara by the arm. “Just give me the word and—”
Sadira lifted a hand. Her eyes were on Maklavir, her face busy with thought. “You are asking us to abandon the code of the sea? To ignore the law by which we live?”
Maklavir rolled his eyes. “Oh, please. With due respect, Captain, you’re a bunch of bloody pirates.”
The men behind Maklavir stiffened. There was an undercurrent of angry mutterings.
Sadira looked hard at Maklavir for a long moment. Then she threw back her head and laughed. “Oh, Maklavir. I really do like you. Such courage. Such daring.”
Maklavir kept his face implacable. “Do we have a deal?”
Sadira sheathed her rapier. “We have a deal. I give you my word of honor. We will let your love and the rest of these miserable swine go. You will remain with us and write the ransom letter to your government.” She spat into her palm and stuck out her hand. 
Maklavir raised a questioning eyebrow. “Your word of honor?”
Sadira’s eyes twinkled.”Well, as you so adroitly pointed out, I am a pirate.”
“I suppose it will have to do,” Maklavir said under his breath. He spat into his own palm, then grasped Sadira’s hand.
“There,” Sadira said as they finished shaking. “Now it is sealed.” She glanced disdainfully over the crew of the merchant ship. “Say your goodbyes, Maklavir. You have five minutes.”
She turned and walked down the deck.
Maklavir turned immediately. “Untie her,” he ordered the pirate closest to Kara.
The man gave a menacing look, but untied the ropes that bound Kara’s hands. 
“Maklavir—” Kara said in a half-whisper. She moved towards him, glancing back at the pirates that were transporting chests and other valuables to their ship. “How could you—?”
“Yes, well,” said Maklavir, smoothing out the front of his shirt, “I doubt it will be as bad as all that. They seem like a decent enough bunch, really.”
Kara glanced over at the pirate ship. “I’m sorry. I’ve made a mess of everything. I should never have tried to—”
“Stuff and nonsense,” Maklavir said. “You have nothing to apologize for.” He shot a glance at the merchant captain, who was slouching against the far railing. “Perhaps if the rest of this crew had shown as much backbone as you had, things might have turned out a bit differently.”
“Maklavir,” Kara started again. She brushed some stray strands of red hair out of her eyes. “I—I didn’t know.”
“Yes,” said Maklavir as he looked down at the deck. “Well, I really was going to tell you. I just—it never seemed like a good moment, you know. And then—” He glanced over at Joseph, who was still unconscious by the railing. “And then there’s Joseph. He’s a good man, you know. I didn’t want to—”
“I see,” said Kara softly. “That’s what the two of you were fighting about then, wasn’t it?”
Maklavir gave an awkward smile. “Yes, well that was just silly of both of us. We were both acting like children.”
Kara glanced over towards the pirate ship. “I can’t let you do this, Maklavir. If you go with those pirates, there’s no telling what could happen to you.”
“Especially,” said Maklavir in a low voice, “when these lot discover that the King of Valmingaard would probably enjoy seeing me dead, and certainly won’t pay any ransom for me.”
Kara took a quick look to make sure they weren’t being overheard. “We’ll come back for you,” she whispered. “Get you off this ship. Just keep—”
“My dear Kara,” said Maklavir with a resigned smile, “how would you even find this pirate ship, much less rescue me from it?”
“We could try to escape right now,” Kara said, grabbing his arm. “Come on, Maklavir, we—”
“Now you’re not making any sense,” said Maklavir sternly. “Joseph is still unconscious. Even if we could get him into a boat without being seen, we’d never escape that pirate ship on the high seas. And we certainly can’t swim away.”
“There has to be something we can do,” said Kara with an edge of desperation to her voice.
“There is,” said Maklavir quietly. “And I’m doing it.” He put both his hands on Kara’s shoulders. “Get to Redemption, Kara. Find Kendril and make sure he doesn’t get himself killed, eh? Just like that oracle of yours.”
“Oh, Maklavir,” Kara said. She looked up into his eyes. “I wish you would have told me—”
“Yes,” said Maklavir with a feeble smile. “Well, I suppose I’ve always been a bit of a coward.”
“You’re a lot of things, Maklavir,” said Kara. “But you’ve never been a coward.”
Maklavir opened his mouth, but didn’t say anything.
“Maklavir!” Sadira waved her hat from the deck of the pirate ship. “It’s time. Say goodbye to your girl and let’s go.”
“Goodbye, Kara,” Maklavir whispered. “Sorry about everything. I—don’t know when I’ll see you again. If I’ll see you again.”
Kara bent in suddenly and kissed Maklavir on the cheek. “Stay safe,” she whispered. “And stay alive. I will see you again. That’s a promise.”
“Maklavir!” Sadira tapped her foot impatiently on the deck.
For a moment Maklavir looked as if he was going to say something. Then he squeezed Kara’s shoulders hard, and turned for the boarding plank.
Kara stood silently, the wind whipping her short red hair as she watched Maklavir go.
The moment Maklavir’s feet touched the deck of the pirate ship, the boarding planks were grabbed and drawn in. With a series of shouts and barked orders the pirates disengaged their ship from the larger merchant ship, and pushed off. 
Maklavir stood with folded arms, watching as Kara’s form began to grow smaller and smaller. 
Sadira stepped up beside him. The feather on her tricorn hat bounced jauntily in the wind. “You’ll get over her,” she said. “Trust me, Maklavir, the sea is big. There are other fish.”
“Really?” Maklavir murmured. He could just make out Kara’s green cloak fluttering in the wind. 
Sadira pushed Maklavir’s cap down over his eyes.
“Hey!” Maklavir said angrily. He pushed his cap back up and glared at the pirate queen.
“Sometimes,” Sadira said with a sly smile, “it is just a matter of knowing where to look.” She turned and sauntered back up the deck.
Maklavir watched her retreating figure for several seconds. For a pirate, she certainly was very—
He shook his head, and glanced back at the shrinking merchant ship.
He couldn’t make out Kara’s figure any more.
 



Chapter 10
 
Captain Beckett stormed up the steps of the blockhouse. His boots were covered with mud, his buff coat splattered with rain and dirt. He pushed inside, looking around wildly.
Wilkes shrank back away from the giant, red-faced man. 
“Where’s the General?” Beckett thundered.
Wilkes pointed down the hall. “In-in his office, sir. But I don’t think—”
Beckett tramped down the hall and straight into Kendril’s office.
Kendril stood by his desk, looking out the small window onto the rain-drenched parade ground.
“Sir!” Beckett saluted sharply. “With respect, sir, I request permission to return to Hangman’s Hill. The defenses have barely been started. If the Jombards hit again—”
Kendril turned from the window. “It’s out of my hands, Captain. The Lord Mayor has disbanded the militia. He’s given us until the end of the day.”
Beckett’s face turned even redder than before. “Why that blustering, snake-faced buffoon! What does he think he’s doing?” Beckett pounded a powerful fist down onto the desk, causing the pens and papers to jump. “The dragoons are spread too thin.”
Kendril turned his face back to the window. “I know.”
“When the Jombards come back, they’ll sweep over the Wall and head straight for Redemption. There’ll be nothing to stop them.”
Kendril took a slow breath. “I know.”
Beckett straightened. He glanced back at the doorway of the office. 
Wilkes was just peeking his head around the corner. His eyes grew wide as Beckett spotted him. 
“Don’t you have something useful to be doing, you little pipsqueak?” Beckett roared.
Wilkes nodded. “Sir, yes sir!” His face vanished.
Beckett turned back to Kendril. He lowered his voice to barely over a whisper. “You’re going to do this, sir? Follow the Lord Mayor’s order to disband?”
Kendril kept staring out the window. “I don’t have a choice.”
Beckett took a breath. He glanced back towards the doorway. “Begging your pardon, sir,” he said in a voice so quiet that the rain hammering against the windows almost drowned it out, “but I think maybe you do.”
Kendril turned slowly. He crossed his arms, but said nothing.
Beckett crossed over to the doorway of the study. He glanced out into the hallway, then shut the door softly. “Give me the word, General,” he said, “and I can have five hundred men at arms and ready to march. At least a hundred mounted.”
Kendril’s face was like stone. “March where, Captain?”
Beckett looked at Kendril for a long moment. “To Redemption, sir.” He cleared his throat. “Look, the men are with you. You’ve led them well, and they respect you. But the Lord Mayor, well frankly sir, the man is a viper.”
Kendril looked down at the surface of his desk. His face was troubled and lined with thought. 
“I don’t know why Blackstone’s disbanding the militia,” Beckett continued, “and frankly sir, I don’t much care. You and I both know that if that happens it will be the end of Redemption.” He took a step back. “You’re the man to lead us through this, sir, if you don’t mind me saying so. Not Lord Blackstone.”
Kendril lifted his eyes to meet Beckett. “So you’re saying I should march into Redemption at the head of an army? Take over city hall by force?”
“I’m not seeing as how Blackstone’s given you much choice in the matter, sir.” Beckett pushed his wide-brimmed hat further back on his head. “The men would be with you, sir. Nine out of ten of them, anyways.”
Kendril smiled bitterly. For a moment he seemed lost in thought.
“We go along with those orders, sir,” Beckett said into the silence, “and we may as well just hand Redemption over to the Jombards now.”
Kendril lifted his head. His face was calm and stern. “I will take the matter under advisement, Captain. In the meantime, I want you to help Colonel Root in preparing the men for demobilization. Colonel Yearling is going to take control of Stockade this evening.” He nodded towards the door. “Dismissed.”
For a moment Beckett just stared at Kendril. Then he straightened, and gave a sharp salute. “Yes, sir.”
Kendril watched as the captain made his way out of the study. Once Beckett was gone, he turned his face back to the window.
Wilkes poked his head around the corner of the door again. “Get you some coffee, sir?”
Kendril sighed. “Yes.” He looked at the streaming rain on the window panes. “It’s going to be a long evening.” He glanced down at his desk and frowned. “What’s this?” he asked, half to himself. He snatched up a folded brown parchment from the top of a pile of letters.
Wilkes looked up at the paper. “Oh, it’s a dispatch fresh from the Wall,” he said. “From Colonel Yearling, sir.”
Kendril nodded absently. He had already opened the dispatch, and was skimming through it.
Wilkes gave an awkward nod. “Well, sir, if there’s nothing else I’ll get that coffee for you—”
Kendril looked up suddenly. “Forget the coffee,” he snapped. “Get me Colonel Root. Now.”
 
“How’s the head?” Kara put a hand on Joseph’s arm.
The man pulled away a seawater-soaked rag from his forehead. “Fine. Just fine.”
Kara glanced up at the large purple bruise that covered Joseph’s forehead. “It looks like it hurts.” Her green cloak flapped in the strong ocean wind that swept the deck of the merchant ship.
Joseph squished the cold compress against his head again, wincing as water dripped down his face. “I said it was fine.” He glanced over the railing of the ship towards the empty horizon. “I can’t believe Maklavir did that.”
Kara took her hand away. “I thought it was terribly courageous. He saved my life.”
“Yes,” said Joseph as he rubbed water away from his face. “Well that’s Maklavir for you. Always as dramatic as possible.”
Kara took a step back. “How can you even say that? He’s risking his life for us.”
Joseph took the rag away from his head. “Sorry. I guess—” He gave Kara a sidelong glance. “It’s the head. I don’t mean it. Feels like someone banging on a kettle drum.”
Kara took a glance back up the deck. “Maklavir told me,” she said quietly.
Joseph looked over at her. 
Kara looked back at him. “You should have said something, Joseph.”
“It wasn’t my place,” Joseph said. “Besides, things have been...complicated lately. Then suddenly out of the blue Maklavir decides he has feelings for you?” He shook his head, wincing again at the pain. “And through all this there’s been that vision you had, and the race to get to Redemption, and—”
Kara looked out at the ocean. “I haven’t made it easy for either of you, have I?”
“We’ll get him back, Kara,” said Joseph after a moment. “Pirates or not, we’ll find Maklavir again. As soon as we put in at Redemption—”
“As soon as we put in at Redemption,” Kara interrupted, “we need to find Kendril.” She looked over at Joseph. “Don’t ask me how I know. I just do. That oracle I had, the visions that keep coming to me every night...they are always about him. Not Maklavir.”
Joseph tapped his fingers against the railing of the ship. He pressed the wet cloth further against his head. “Let me see if I can get this straight, Kara. You’re saying that the man who vanquished a demon of the Void needs our help, while the man who can’t figure out which end of a sword to hold doesn’t?”
Kara exhaled. “Look...I know this sounds crazy. It always has.” She stared out at the white-capped waves. “But ever since Vorten I’ve known that this is my purpose, my destiny.” She tightened her hands on the wooden railing. “Kendril needs my help or he’s going to die. I just know it. And right now that’s more important than going after Maklavir, or even—”
“Us?” Joseph asked quietly.
Kara blinked and looked over at Joseph in surprise.
Joseph put the soaked cloth down on the railing. Water dripped from it down into the sea below. “If there even is an ‘us’,” he said slowly. “We haven’t talked about it at all. Not since before Vorten.”
Kara looked quickly away. “Like you said, things have been complicated. We were running for our lives, and—”
“We’ve got time now,” Joseph said. “And I’ve finally stopped hurling my guts every five minutes.” He turned to face the beautiful young woman. “And with everything that’s happened between me and Maklavir, I think you and I need to talk.”
Kara still didn’t meet his eyes. “It’s these visions, Joseph. They’re all I can think about right now. Getting to Kendril, and saving him from—”
“Let’s start with Kendril,” Joseph said. His voice was quiet, but there was a soft kindness in it. “Do you love him?”
“Of course,” said Kara. She finally looked over at Joseph. “But not in the way you mean. He’s like a brother to me. He always has been.”
Joseph nodded. There was a strange sadness in his eyes. “And what about me, Kara? Am I like a brother too?”
Kara looked at Joseph for a long moment, the wind battering her hair and cloak. She looked away.
Joseph stared out at the ocean. “That wasn’t fair of me.”
“It was perfectly fair of you,” Kara said in a dull monotone. “I remember that kiss, Joseph. The one we had in Vorten, before...before everything that happened.”
Joseph kept his eyes out on the waves. “I’m not good at this, Kara. You know that. But things have been so tense the last few weeks. And not just between you and me, but between me and Maklavir—” He put the cloth back up to his head, gingerly touching it to the bruise. “And now we’re going after Kendril, too, and I just need to—” He looked over at Kara. “I need to know. To know where things are between us.”
Kara was quiet. She looked down at the ship’s railing.
Joseph looked down, too. “You know how I feel about you,” he said quietly. His voice was almost lost in the snapping ocean wind. “I’ve been pretty stupid about it almost since the day I met you. Made an idiot out of myself more than once.”
Kara gave a small smile. “Yes you have.”
“I’m in love with you, Kara,” Joseph said. He scratched the back of his head, giving the woman a cautious glance. “That’s why I’m here, following you over the ocean to a place I’ve barely heard of.” He shrugged. “I’d...I’d follow you to the ends of Zanthora, Kara. I mean that.”
Kara looked up at him. “I know.”
Joseph looked out over the buffeted sea again. “But...well, I need to know if you share any of the same feelings for me. Because if you don’t, then I’m just being unbelievably stupid.”
Kara looked down again. She rubbed a hand across her eyes. “I—” she started to say. She stopped and took a shaky breath. “Joseph, I just...I don’t know. Not anymore.”
Joseph looked as though he had been punched in the stomach.
Kara put a hand on his arm. “Let me finish,” she said quickly. “I care about you, Joseph, I really do. And, and I...thought that I loved you, too.”
Joseph sucked in a breath. “You thought that you loved me?”
Kara made a face. She anxiously brushed her hair out of her eyes, looking out over the water again. “When Maklavir told me that he loved me, it—” she paused, fumbling for words. She turned pleading eyes on Joseph. “It’s thrown everything out of whack. I don’t really know how I feel anymore. How I should feel.”
Joseph took a step back. One of his hands tightened against the railing. “But that’s not all, is it?” His voice was low, but not sharp. “There’s something else between us, isn’t there?”
Kara hesitantly raised her eyes. “You really want to go here?”
“I think we have to, don’t we?”
Kara gave a long, heavy sigh. She opened and shut her mouth, searching for the right words again. “You—” The wind caught her cloak and flapped it like the wings of a bird. “I mean, you aren’t—” Her voice faltered off.
Joseph’s eyes grew hard. “I’m not the same.”
Kara hung her head. She seemed afraid to meet his gaze. “There’s...something different about you,” she said. She glanced up, finally meeting his eyes. “You’re...harder. There’s an edge to you that wasn’t there before Vorten.” She put a hand quickly on his chest. “That doesn’t mean I don’t still care about you, Joseph. I do. But sometimes when I’m looking at you it feels like you’re someone else.”
It was Joseph’s turn to avoid eye contact. “When you were in that coma...it was a dark time for me,” he admitted. He made an effort to look Kara in the eyes again. “It made me question a lot of things. Become a lot of things that I never expected.”
“You’re still the man I met in the Howling Woods so long ago,” Kara said softly. “But you’re also...well, different enough that I feel like I’m getting to know you for the first time all over again.”
“You know,” said Joseph with the faintest hint of a smile, “I don’t think any of what you just said makes a lick of sense.”
Kara laughed. “I suppose you’re right.” She removed her hand and leaned back against the railing. Her voice turned more serious. “All the same, I think you know what I mean.”
A shadow passed over Joseph’s face. “Yes,” he said at last. “I do.” He glanced over at Kara, his voice soft. “You’ve changed yourself, you know. Ever since the Soulbinder, and Indigoru—”
Kara looked down. “I know.”
Neither of them said anything for a long moment. The wind howled over the surface of the ship’s deck, sending sprays of mist curling through the air. 
“So what happens now?” Kara asked in a small voice.
Joseph looked up and met her gaze. There was a kindness and gentleness in his eyes that surprised her, until she realized that it had been missing for so long. 
“We go to Redemption,” he said. “Kendril needs our help.”
 
Colonel Root came to a halt and saluted smartly. “My lord. The men are being disarmed, sir, and I’ve made arrangements—” He stopped mid-sentence, temporarily taken back.
Kendril was in the middle of his office. Wilkes hovered behind him, adjusting the straps of his cuirass. His lobster helmet was on the desk beside him, along with his rapier and several pistols. 
Root’s eyes wandered in puzzlement over the military equipment. “Sir—?”
“Forget the demobilization,” Kendril snapped. He finished checking the lock on a pistol, then shoved it back into his holster. “Get Beckett’s troop mounted and standing by. All soldiers are to be re-armed and standing by ready to march on my order. Understand?”
Root gave a slow, sober nod. “Yes, my lord. As you order.” He half-expected what was coming next, and he wasn’t sure yet what his next response would be. The order to disband from Lord Blackstone had been clear, and to ignore it meant an inevitable conflict with Yearling’s regulars.
Kendril caught the look on Root’s face. “It’s not what you think,” he said quietly. “I’m not marching on Redemption. We have bigger problems.” He snatched a dispatch off the desk and handed it over to Root. “See for yourself. Ow, Wilkes, not so tight.”
“Sorry, sir,” the lad squeaked. 
Intrigued, Root took the dispatch and scanned it. 
It was a daily report from Yearling about the progress of the dragoons and reports of enemy movement along the Wall. Prominent in it was the attack on Hangman’s Hill earlier that morning. 
Root gave a shrug of his shoulders. “I’m sorry, my lord, I don’t—”
“Forget the stuff about Hangman’s Hill,” said Kendril. “Look there, at the most recent reports.” He didn’t wait for Root to find it. “No movements of the enemy observed along the Wall. Nowhere. No raids, no skirmishes, no movements along the fringes of the woods. Nothing.”
Root tried not to show his confusion. “Yes, my lord. But I still don’t see—”
Kendril gave an impatient snort. “The Jombards are coming, Root. Soon. Maybe tonight. Certainly by morning. They’re massing for an attack.” He rolled his shoulders as Wilkes fiddled with the straps. “If we disband now, the Wall will be overrun by mid-morning.”
Root pursed his lips and glanced down at the dispatch. “Forgive me, my lord, but you’re basing all this on....”
“On the lack of Jombard movements along the Wall,” Kendril said impatiently. “Wilkes, tighten up that left strap.” He looked directly at Root. “Make sure Beckett’s troop is ready to ride. They may have to spend all night in their boots. And the gate to Stockade stays closed from here on out, unless someone’s coming in or out.”
“Yes, sir,” Root mumbled. He cleared his throat, and set the dispatch down on the desk. “Forgive me, my lord, but has it occurred to you that—” He paused, aware that he was overstepping his bounds. “Well, if the Jombards don’t attack—”
“They will,” Kendril said in a voice to end the conversation. “Post extra men in the guard towers to watch for signal fires. The moment one is spotted, come and tell me.” He stepped away from Wilkes, and gave an approving nod. “Good job, lad. Feels secure enough. Have you found me a replacement horse yet?”
The boy nodded. “Yes, sir. A good thoroughbred, one of Squire Molluth’s.”
Kendril reached for his rapier. “Have her saddled and standing by. I may need her at a moment’s notice.”
“Yes, sir.” Wilkes scrambled out the door to the office.
Kendril raised an eyebrow at Root. “Something else, Colonel?”
Root shook his head. “No, my lord.”
“You’re dismissed, then,” Kendril said curtly.
Root saluted, then turned out the office door. He walked down the hall and out the front door of the blockhouse.
The rain outside was pattering gently away. It had the last chill of late winter in it, but the promise of early spring as well. The parade ground was already sodden and muddy, trampled and churned by the drilling of dozens of men.
Captain Beckett came from the direction of the stables. He gave Root a lazy salute. “My men are turning in their weapons as we speak, Colonel. At least the ones that—”
“Then get them back,” Root said. “General’s orders. He wants your troopers ready for action right away.” He turned his face towards the barracks. “As well as the other men. He thinks the Jombards are going to attack.”
Beckett’s eyes twinkled. “I see. Well, sir, I’ll tell my men to be ready to move.”
Root’s gaze wandered back to the central blockhouse. “I hope the General knows what he’s doing.”
“Lord Ravenbrook?” Beckett chuckled softly. “Oh, I’d say he knows what he’s doing, sir. He’s no pup wet behind the ears, he’s not.”
Root turned back to Beckett, ignoring the falling rain. “You knew Lord Ravenbrook from before, right? During the last Jombard Wars?”
Beckett beamed proudly. “That I did, sir. Fought with him in the field.”
Root pulled up his coat against the chill. “But he left Redemption, didn’t he? For quite a long time. Why?”
Beckett’s face darkened. “I...couldn’t rightfully say, sir.”
Root narrowed his gaze. “But you know something, don’t you? Something I don’t know.”
Beckett gave a cautionary glance towards the blockhouse, then gestured towards the stables. “If you’ll walk with me, sir,” he said in a quiet tone, “I’ll tell you what I know.”
Root nodded. He stepped in beside the captain.
“Something happened with Lord Ravenbrook’s wife,” Beckett said. He still kept his voice down, as if afraid of being overheard. “She...had an affair with a man who was the General’s friend, someone who had bled and fought with him against the Jombards. Atherton, his name was. He was the General’s armor bearer, his childhood friend.” His face showed a bristling anger. “Though I can’t imagine what kind of friend would betray a man like that, sir, I really can’t.”
“But what happened?” Root splashed through a brown puddle, rippled with rain drops. “Did Ravenbrook find out?”
Beckett nodded. “That he did, sir. Came on them in the act. In his own mansion, too.”
Root raised his bushy eyebrows in surprise. “I can’t imagine that ended well.”
“No, sir, it didn’t.” Beckett glanced over his shoulder at the dwindling shape of the blockhouse, as if fearing that the subject of their conversation would appear at any moment. “Things are a bit fuzzy on what happened after that. Lord Ravenbrook and Atherton got into a fight, at least according to the household staff. They were going at it with swords, and then—” Beckett stopped.
Root frowned. “And then what?”
“Ravenbrook’s wife was killed,” Beckett said, his voice a whisper. “Atherton was the one who did it. Her blood was all over his sword.”
“Great Eru in Pelos,” Root cursed. He glanced up as they came to the entrance to the stables, and slowed his steps to give more time for the conversation. “What happened?”
Beckett gave an uncaring shrug. “They hanged Atherton. There was a huge trial, of course, and Lord Ravenbrook was the key witness. But the facts were clear enough.”
Root furrowed his brow in thought. “I suppose. But why would Atherton have killed Ravenbrook’s wife? Didn’t he love her?”
Beckett shook his head. “I can’t say, sir. I don’t pretend to understand the mind of a man like that.” He turned to the entrance of the stables. “I’ll have my troopers ready to march, sir.” He gave a malevolent grin. “I rather hope Lord Blackstone marches out here to disband us himself, sir. We’d show him a thing or two.”
“Careful, Captain,” Root warned with a disapproving glance. “Lord Blackstone is still the honorable mayor.” He glanced back at the front gates of Stockade, which were swinging open with a flurry of shouts and calls. “Besides, Blackstone won’t come here himself. He’ll send Yearling and his men.”
“If it comes to it,” Beckett said under his breath, “we can take that lot too.”
“You might well get your chance,” Root responded in a cold voice. His gaze was firmly fixed on a small party of horsemen riding in through the front gates. “Because unless I miss my mark, that’s Colonel Yearling now.”
Beckett’s eyes widened.
Root started stomping back towards the blockhouse, speaking over his shoulder. “See to your men, Captain. Mounted and ready for action.”
“Yes, sir!” Beckett disappeared inside the stables. 
Root strode quickly across the parade ground. He came up to the blockhouse again just as the riders were stopping in front of it. 
Kendril came out onto the steps of the blockhouse, still dressed in his cuirass and buff coat. His rapier and flintlock pistols hung by his side. He raised a hand in greeting. “Welcome, Colonel Yearling.”
Yearling pulled up his horse. The beast stamped the ground impatiently.
Behind him were several dragoons from the Northampton Dragoon Regiment. They were soaked to the bone from the rain. Even the regimental banner carried by one of the riders drooped in the limp breeze. 
Yearling threw open the visor of his helmet. He reached into a pocket of his vest coat and removed a monocle, wiped it on a pocket handkerchief, and stuck it into his eye. Only then did he turn his imperious gaze on Kendril. “Lord Ravenbrook.” He swiveled his head to look around the parade ground. “Are you almost ready for the hand-over? It’s getting close to sundown.”
Kendril folded his hands behind his back. “Disbanding the militia is foolhardy right now, Colonel. I received your report this afternoon. I believe the Jombards are massing for an attack.”
Yearling peered down at Kendril through his monocle. His face hardened. “I’m confused, Lord Ravenbrook. I received a copy of Lord Blackstone’s orders. I trust you did as well?”
Colonel Root felt tension welling in the pit of his stomach. He glanced over at Kendril.
The General stood implacably on the blockhouse steps. “I did,” he responded blithely. “I rode to Redemption this morning and...discussed it with Blackstone himself.”
“Then,” continued Yearling in his nasally voice, “am I to understand that you are ignoring the mayor’s order to disband the militia?”
There was an awful quietness, filled only with the plinking of rain on the armor of the riders. 
“Colonel,” Kendril said, his voice calm and quiet, “I appeal to you as one military man to another. Delay your orders for one night. If I’m wrong, and the Jombards have no intention to attack, then I’ll disband the militia tomorrow morning, you have my word as a gentleman. But if I’m right, then you’ll need my men tonight.” Kendril glanced at the other riders, who were all watching him silently. “I don’t care about politics. I care about protecting Redemption and its people.” He looked back at Yearling. “I know that’s something we share, Colonel.”
“Indeed.” Yearling removed his monocle and wiped it with the handkerchief again. “Blasted rain. Keeps smudging the lens.” He replaced it, squinting slightly to hold it in place. He looked down at Kendril. “To reiterate, Lord Ravenbrook, am I to understand that you are not disbanding the militia?”
Kendril stared at the man for a long, hard moment. “No,” he said slowly, “I am not.”
“I see.” Yearling motioned with his hand to one of the riders behind him. “Sergeant, place this man under arrest.”
 



Chapter 11
 
“Sir?” Sergeant Dyke poked his head into the small room that was doubling as Lockhart’s office and bedroom here at here at Hangman’s Hill. A bandage still covered his cheek, a testimony to the nasty gash he had gotten in the fighting earlier that morning.
“What is it?” Lockhart looked up from his bread, dried jerky, and beer. He couldn’t quite keep the impatience and irritation out of his voice. The last five minutes had been the first he had had all day to sit down. He wanted desperately to sleep, and his eyes were burning badly.
“Sorry to interrupt, sir,” Dyke said. “Signal fire, to the south.”
The fatigue seemed to suddenly vanish from Lockhart’s body. “Get all men on the defenses,” he said. He jumped up, and shoved the piece of bread into his trouser pocket. “Anything from Sharpton or Kettlmer?”
Dyke shook his head. “No sir.”
Lockhart moved towards the door. 
Dyke jumped back out of his superior’s way, then hustled down into the milefort.
Lockhart moved up the turf stairs of the wall, stepping around the fallen debris from the morning’s attack. Much of it had already been cleared way, and a crude line of defenses had been put in place where the Wall had once stood. Without the added muscle of Beckett’s men, however, repairing this section of the Wall would take inordinately longer. 
Hangman’s Hill was vulnerable to another attack. Even with his increased number of men, Lockhart had few illusions about repelling any determined assault on the position without substantial reinforcements. 
He reached the top of the wall. Much of it was scorched black from the fire earlier that morning. Dried blood still stained the wall in many places where both dragoons and Jombards had fallen in the fighting. 
A dragoon saw him approaching, peering at him in the darkness. “Who goes there?”
“Lockhart,” came Lockhart’s confident reply. He ran a critical eye over the hasty defenses.
They weren’t much. A row of sharpened stakes had been thrown up as a temporary barrier. Some shallow ditches had been dug, and a combination of burned wood and dirt thrown up to create a small wall in place of the tall palisade and twin watchtowers that had once graced this section of the Wall. 
“Any movement?” Lockhart asked.
The dragoon shook his head. “No, sir. All’s quiet.” He turned his face to the south. “Except for that.”
Lockhart stepped up onto a pile of dirt, painfully aware that he was making himself an obvious target for any Jombard snipers that might be lurking in the tall grass beyond the trench. He looked out to the south.
There was a clear flame, burning bright against the cold night sky. It looked to be Hangman’s Rest. 
There was no sound of gunfire, at least not yet. But Lieutenant Sharpton would never have lit the signal fire unless there was an obvious danger of his position being overrun. He must be seeing substantial numbers of Jombards in front of him, even if they were staying out of range.
Lockhart glanced down at the milefort below. He could see Dyke marching up the steps with almost all of the dragoons. They were tired, of course, and most of them were injured from the morning’s attack. 
It looked like the night would be even longer.
Lockhart reached for the handle of his pistol, reassuring himself that it was still in his holster. The black forest in front of him seemed to loom like an ominous beast, waiting to spring forward at any moment. There could be a dozen legions of Jombards out there, just out of sight, and he would never see them until it was too late. Without the sturdy palisade, Lockhart felt exposed, almost naked. It took every ounce of willpower he had not to scramble down off the stacked pile of dirt he stood on.
Dyke and his men reached the top of the Wall. The sergeant began snapping orders right and left, and the men settled into positions in the shallow ditches, checking their carbines and pistols. 
Lockhart wished to Eru that he had a proper cannon. The last had been buried under a pile of burning debris when the wall had collapsed, and on top of that an enterprising Jombard had spiked it. It would take quite some time to get it back in a condition to fire. Colonel Yearling had promised a replacement, but nothing had yet appeared.
There was a flash to the north, then a rolling bang of cannon fire.
Surprised, Lockhart turned his gaze northwards.
No signal fire was lit, but the shot had certainly come from that direction, and not from the south. 
With a scowl, Lockhart turned to Sergeant Dyke.
A gunshot sounded from the north, then another. Two more in quick succession.
A cold lump formed in Lockhart’s stomach. He had a sudden, inescapable urge to get down off the pile of dirt he stood on. 
“Sir!” Dyke shouted. He was pointing off towards the south.
Lockhart swiveled his head. He felt the ice in his stomach turn to water. 
There was a second signal fire to the south, distant but barely visible. It had to be the next milefort, past Hangman’s Rest. 
But that meant—
A blast of cannon fire came from the south. Seconds later there was a rattle of musketry. The sound was close. It had to be Hangman’s Rest. Lockhart could see the flashes and flares of gunfire. 
More bangs and gun reports came from the north. 
It was chaos, utter and complete chaos. The Wall was being hit on at least a four-mile front.
And Hangman’s Hill was in the middle of it all.
Lockhart swung his head around to the north. 
The signal fire from the northern milefort was blazing away now. There were more flashes and reports of gunfire.
“Should we send men to help?” Dyke asked. He kept whipping his head back and forth between the north and the south. “I can take one of the squads—”
“Don’t be a fool,” Lockhart snapped, his temper getting the better of him. He slid down off the dirt pile and pulled out his wheelock pistol. “Don’t you get it, Dyke? They’ll be on us in minutes.” He waved his arm to the dragoons that were clustered on the top of the turf wall. “Prepare for assault!” he shouted, raising his voice above the booming sound of cannon and gunfire in the distance. “Don’t shoot until you have a clear mark. Make every shot count.”
Dyke looked over a tumble of broken wood and dirt towards the dark forest on the other side of the trench. “There’s nothing out there, sir.”
“Not yet,” Lockhart said grimly. He drew his rapier. “But they’re coming, Dyke. They’d be fools not to.” He swept his eyes over the improvised defenses on top of the Wall. “Hangman’s Hill is the weakest point on the Wall right now. They’ll come right through us like a hot knife through butter.”
Dyke swallowed, his face pale in the darkness of the evening. He glanced back to the south again. 
Bugles were sounding now, intermixed with the crackle of gunfire. A cannon flashed and boomed again.
Lockhart peered into the black woods, his heart hammering in his throat. He prayed to Eru that Lieutenant Sharpton was all right down there. It had been hard enough losing Sergeant Madison. 
“Sir,” said Dyke, his voice low to avoid being overheard by the other dragoons. “What if there’s another—another—”
Lockhart bit his lip. Dyke didn’t need to finish his sentence. “One step at a time, Sergeant,” he said with more courage than he felt. 
“Sir,” one of the dragoons hissed, his shape practically hidden in the darkness that blanketed the Wall. “Movement beyond the trench!”
Lockhart ducked down, then crawled forward almost to the line of sharpened stakes, staying as low as he could. He peered out into the night. 
At first he could see nothing, just the dark morass of the trench and the silvery grass beyond it. Then, little by little, he saw something moving. Black shapes, like shadows more than anything else, creeping and squirming closer and closer across the ground. 
Lockhart crawled backwards and grabbed Dyke, whispering right in the sergeant’s ear. “They’re coming. Pass the word down the line. Every shot hits. No man runs. For Eru and Arbela.”
A quiet shuffling came from the dragoons as they adjusted their positions, checked their carbines, and prepared for the inevitable onslaught. Gunfire continued to echo from the north and south, the flashes lighting the night sky. 
Lockhart tried to breathe slowly and evenly. He pulled himself up and glanced over the top of the makeshift barricade.
The black shapes of the Jombards could be seen more clearly now creeping forward through the tall grass. Several had made it all the way to the edge of the trench.
The dragoons braced their guns, picking out targets.
Lockhart readjusted his sweaty grip on the pistol in his hand. He felt suddenly tired again. There would be no sleep for him tonight.
Assuming he survived it at all. 
The first Jombards dropped down into the trench, their dark shapes moving like wolves in the dusk. 
Dyke looked over at Lockhart with a questioning glance. “Sir?” he whispered.
Lockhart took a deep breath. He raised his pistol and aimed it squarely at one of the nearest of the moving shadows. “Dragoons!” he bellowed at the top of his lungs. “Fire!”
 
Kendril sat on the edge of the cot, his legs bouncing with frustration and impatience. He glanced through the bars of the cell at the young dragoon who sat by the door of the guardhouse. “What’s going on out there?”
“I don’t know,” the dragoon said. He adjusted his grip on the carbine he held. “But it doesn’t much matter to you, does it?”
Another long boom of cannon fire sounded in the far distance, barely audible though the walls of the guardhouse.
Kendril stared hard enough at the dragoon to cause the young man to flinch back. “Are you a complete and total idiot? Can’t you hear that there’s a battle raging right now? The Jombards are coming over the Wall, aren’t they? The attack has already started.”
The dragoon shifted in his seat. He glanced uneasily at the door. “I told you, I don’t know. Now—”
“For Eru’s sake, then,” Kendril blurted, “go find out.”
The dragoon’s face hardened. “My orders are to guard you, sir, not—”
Kendril leapt up from his cot. He grabbed the bars of his cell with both hands. “Do I look like I’m getting out of here anytime soon? If the Jombards are breaking through the Wall, then we’re both dead men. Now go get—”
A knock came from the door to the guardhouse. 
Cautiously, the dragoon got up out of his seat, his eyes never leaving Kendril. He moved to the door and opened it. 
Another dragoon, his slouched hat pulled down against the rain, came tramping inside. “Alright, Colonel says you’re relieved. Chow’s on in the barracks. Better grab it fast.”
The first dragoon visibly relaxed. He shouldered his carbine. “What in Zanthora is going on out there?”
As if to punctuate his words, the distant bark of gunfire came in through the open guardhouse door.
The new dragoon shrugged. “Jombards are throwing themselves against the Wall. Colonel’s in an uproar. I’d get that chow fast if I was you, or you might not be getting another shot at it.”
The first dragoon nodded. “Thanks.” He gave Kendril one last glance, then headed out the door and closed it behind him.
The new dragoon took off his hat, and threw it on the table by the guard’s chair. He reached into his coat, pulled out a loaded hand crossbow and pointed it at Kendril.
“Hello, Tomas,” Kendril said without moving a muscle. “Didn’t think I’d be seeing you again.
The Ghostwalker kept his crossbow trained on the man behind the bars. “I’m here to kill you,” he said simply.
Kendril gave a slow nod. “Olan send you?”
“Of course. It wasn’t smart, what you did.”
Kendril sighed and sank back onto his cot. “I’ve been accused of a lot,” he said. “Being smart usually isn’t on the list.” He raised an eyebrow. “The crossbow is new.”
Tomas gave a small shrug. “It’s poisoned.”
“Ah.” Kendril looked up as another round of cannon fire erupted in the distance. “Hear that? That’s the sound of thousands of screaming Jombards coming over the Wall and looking for blood.” He pointed at the crossbow in Tomas’ hand. “You really want to kill me? Wait an hour and the Jombards will do the job for you.”
Tomas kept the hand crossbow pointed straight at Kendril’s chest. “Olan thinks you’re reckless and dangerous. Now you’re a traitor.”
“Regnuthu take what Olan thinks,” Kendril snapped. “What do you think, Tomas?” He spread his hands. “Do I look like a traitor to you?”
“You turned your back on all of us,” Tomas said. His voice had an icy chill to it. “You refused a direct order from a superior.”
“And I suppose you’ve never done that?” Kendril balled his hands into fists, glancing at the door as another boom sounded off far away. “Ashes, Tomas, we’re on the same side. I’m still fighting the same war you and Olan are. Or can’t you see that?”
Tomas remained silent. The crossbow did not waver in his hand.
“Look, if you’re going to kill me, just get it over with already.” Kendril slouched back against the wall. “It’s not exactly like I’m going anywhere.”
“You lied to me,” Tomas said quietly. 
Kendril glanced over at him.
“You told me you killed Lord Ravenbrook,” Tomas said again. “You told me he was your friend.”
Kendril’s mouth curled into an unsympathetic sneer. “And that bothers you?”
“It bothers me,” Tomas continued in his flat tone, “because I don’t know if I can trust you or not.”
Kendril gave the crossbow a disdainful glance. “I would guess right now the answer is ‘not.’”
Tomas slowly raised the crossbow so that is it was pointed at the ceiling. “I’ve worked with you enough to know that you are effective in what you do. Crude, violent, and unwilling to cooperate with others, much less take proper orders, but effective nonetheless.” A flicker of something passed through Tomas’ gaze. “And I’m starting to doubt whether my kill order for you is really for the good of the Order, or if it’s just to appease some longstanding feud between you and Olan.”
Kendril crossed his arms. “You’re a bright lad. What do you think?”
“I think,” Tomas said with deliberate slowness, “that I need to know if I can trust you or not. Because right now, I don’t.”
Kendril stared hard at the other Ghostwalker for a long moment. “I killed Ravenbrook,” he said after a long moment. “I buried him in the ground along with his wife and his friend.” He looked at the opposite wall of his cell. “It wasn’t until recently that I had to bring him back to life. I honestly thought he was dead and gone forever.”
Tomas cocked his head. “I assume you mean that in the most symbolic way possible.”
Kendril shrugged. “I didn’t lie to you. I just...re-interpreted.”
“It’s the same difference,” Tomas said sharply. 
Kendril gave the man a stiff glance. “I was never obligated to tell you the truth, Tomas. You say that you can’t trust me? Look at you. You’re ready to kill me right now. I knew you would do the same if you were ordered to the first day we landed in Redemption. How can I trust you?”
Tomas gave a slow nod. “You can’t. But right now I’m the only chance you have of getting out of this cell alive. So like it or not, I guess you have to decide what’s more important to you, your life or the truth.”
Kendril glared hard at Tomas. “What in the Void do you care? What does it matter to you who I was, or who I am now?”
“I lived in a world of lies for longer than I care to say,” said Tomas darkly. “The truth is the only thing I care about anymore.”
Kendril continued to stare at him, his jaw clenching as he considered his options.
“Better hurry,” Tomas said in a low voice. “My patience doesn’t extend the whole night.”
“Everything I told you before was true,” Kendril said after a long pause. “To a point.” He looked away, his gaze transferred once again to the wall of his cell. “Atherton was my childhood friend, the son of my estate’s stable master. We fought and bled together.” His voice softened. “He was my friend. And I trusted him.”
Tomas’ eyes were cold. “But he betrayed you?”
Kendril looked over at the other Ghostwalker. “I found him and Celeste together when I came home early from the front.” His hand unconsciously clenched into a fist at the memory. “I was so mad, I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think straight. Celeste was screaming at me, throwing her arms around me, but I pushed her away.” Kendril looked down at his boots, his face an ashen color. “I went for my sword.”
“You were going to kill him?”
Kendril flashed a look of fire in Tomas’ direction. “Wouldn’t you have?”
Tomas didn’t answer.
Kendril turned his face back to the wall. “Atherton and I fought. It was crazy, chaotic.”
“I’m surprised you didn’t kill him from the start,” said Tomas. Another round of distant gunfire punctuated his words. “I’ve seen you with a blade.”
Kendril shook his head. “I wasn’t thinking. I was lashing out in fury, like a beast. Pure rage.” He looked over at Tomas, his face darkened by the shadows of the cell. “Do you have any idea what it’s like, Tomas? To be betrayed by the two people you thought you could trust more than anyone in the world?”
“I...know what it’s like to be betrayed,” said Tomas slowly.
Kendril rubbed his hand across the lower half of his face. “The fight got out of hand. We ended up battling our way across the upper balcony, then down the stairs to the main hall.” He looked straight ahead, as if seeing the scene before him again. “We tripped down the last flight of stairs, lost our balance.” He gave a quiet, dark laugh. “Atherton and I somehow both lost hold of our swords. We were just sprawled there at the bottom of the stairs in the middle of the hall, bruised and bleeding.” He looked down at his feet. “The servants fled out the doors. They thought we had lost our minds. They were probably right. I know I had lost mine.”
Tomas tilted his head slightly. “You both lost hold of your swords?”
“Yes,” said Kendril dully. “Figuring it out yet, Tomas?” He turned his head suddenly towards the other man, his eyes filled with sudden anger and life. “Got all the information you need to form your analysis and final conclusions? Have you pieced together all the little pieces of my life? What do you even care about all this, anyways?”
“I told you,” Tomas said with a peevish look, “I need to know if I can trust—”
“Stuff and nonsense,” Kendril shot. “If you really didn’t trust me by now you would have shot me the moment you stepped into the room.” He got up from the cot, and pushed his face between two of the iron bars of the cell. “I’m just another puzzle for you, aren’t I? Just another riddle to work out. And you hate a riddle, don’t you?”
Tomas raised his head. “You don’t have to finish.”
“Oh, but I do,” said Kendril with a malicious tone. “After all, we haven’t gotten to the best part.”
“I think I can guess it,” said Tomas lamely.
“I’m sure you can,” said Kendril. “You’re so deucedly clever, aren’t you? But you know what?” He jerked a thumb towards his own chest. “This is my life. Mine. My memories, my pain, my guilt. It’s a raw, open wound for me, not some blessed little intellectual problem that needs to be pondered and solved.” Kendril took a step back from the bars, his face curdled. “You opened this up. You did, not me. And you get to finish it now, whether you want to or not.” He glanced at the crossbow. “Unless you’re still planning to shoot me?”
Tomas looked taken aback for a moment at Kendril’s sudden outburst, but he blinked and set his face again. He shook his head.
Kendril snorted derisively. He stared down at where the floor met the wall for a moment, his hands clasped behind his back. “Celeste was—” He stopped. 
Tomas watched him carefully for several long seconds.
“She had come downstairs after us,” Kendril said again. His voice was quiet, but he didn’t turn around. “She...was begging us to stop.”
“But you didn’t.” Tomas’ voice was neutral, neither overly cold nor flutteringly sympathetic. 
Kendril glanced back. His face was almost white, as if he was shaken. “No, we didn’t.”
Another cannon blast sounded in the distance.
Tomas glanced nervously at the door of the guardhouse.
“You afraid of the Jombards now?” Kendril said with a bitter smile. “Too late, Tomas. You have to hear it to the end now.” He looked back at the wall of the cell. “The barbarians will kill us both soon enough.”
Tomas tightened his grip on the hand crossbow, but kept it raised. “So you and Atherton began fighting again.” He cocked his head, his mind working. “But something was different, wasn’t it? Something changed.”
“Very good,” Kendril said unenthusiastically. He looked up at Tomas with eyes that seemed to contain a well of sadness and simmering anger all at the same time. “In the confusion after we fell down the stairs, Tomas and I picked up the wrong swords.” He gave a sour grin. “I took his, and took mine.”
Tomas whistled softly. 
“We started fighting again,” Kendril said. His voice was wooden, as if he were reciting a monologue. He continued to stare at the wall in front of him. “I was so angry, so filled with rage. I was determined to make him pay, to kill the man who had been my best friend.”
There was a moment of silence.
“So what happened?” Tomas prodded.
Kendril didn’t look around. “Celeste tried to stop me. She knew I was going to kill Atherton, she could see it in my eyes. So she threw herself right in front of me, right when I was going to run him through.”
Tomas lowered his hand crossbow. “You stabbed her instead. Your own wife.”
“I don’t know what happened to Atherton after that,” said Kendril in an emotionless tone. “I think he ran off.” He turned, as if physically tearing his gaze away from the wall, and sat heavily down on the cot again. “I held Celeste until she died. There was blood everywhere. Her blood. I begged her to forgive me, pleaded with her to live, but—”
Tomas tucked his crossbow away.
Kendril folded his hands together in front of him. “By the time the town guards found me, Atherton had fled. He had dropped his sword.” He gave a thin, mirthless smile. “My sword.”
“And the town guards saw you holding your dead wife in your arms,” Tomas said softly. “Then they found Atherton’s sword with her blood on it, the sword you killed her with.”
Kendril looked up at Tomas with dark, haunted eyes. “They assumed Atherton had killed her.” He looked down at the ground again. “And I let them think it. When they asked me what happened, I told them he had killed Celeste, not me.”
“And they hanged him.” Tomas flinched as another roar of cannon sounded.
“So in one night I killed my wife and my best friend,” Kendril said. He gave a low, wretched chuckle. “The real ironic thing is that I deserved it. I was arrogant, stupid. Everything I told you about Lord Ravenbrook is true. I treated Celeste no better than one of my prized horses. I was never there for her, never valued her at all.” He put his head in his hands. “It wasn’t until after I lost her that I realized just how much I actually loved her.”
There was nothing but the sound of distant gunfire for about half a minute.
Tomas sat down in the guard’s chair with a sigh. “I trust you.”
Kendril took his hands off his face and clasped them under his chin. “Really?” he said. “Are you sure you don’t want to pry into any of the rest of my back story? Find more skeletons in my closet? Because believe me, I could keep going all night.”
Tomas picked up the dragoon hat and pulled it back on his head. “I need to know I can trust you, because I’m about to risk my life for you,” he said.
Kendril raised his head, a quizzical look on his face.
“The way I figure it,” Tomas continued quietly, “there are ten thousand screaming Jombards coming over that Wall right now, and they’ll be on the beach by morning if someone doesn’t stop them.” He looked straight at Kendril. “It sounds like a job for the Demonbane of Vorten if ever there was one.”
“Or Lord Ravenbrook of Redemption,” Kendril said grimly.
“He’s dead, remember?” said Tomas with a sardonic grin. “Personally, I think Olan’s a twit, and the fact that you’ve directly disobeyed him just makes me like you more. We’re fighting a Despair after all, not playing parlor games.” He put one hand on the small table by the chair. “Whether or not you’ve found your redemption or fulfilled your penance is your own matter, as far as I’m concerned.”
“I thought I had,” Kendril said. “But now...I’m not so sure.”
Tomas gave a slow nod. “Dredging up the past can do that. It brings all that pain and guilt right back into focus again.” He leaned forward, looking directly at Kendril. “Look, I don’t care what weapons you use, or what color your cloak is. But I’ll stand with you against the Jombards and Regnuthu himself, if I have to.  Just tell me what you want me to do.”
Kendril gave the bars of his cell an appraising glance. “You could start with getting me out of here.”
Tomas raised a large key in his hand and smiled. “Why didn’t you ask sooner?”
 



Chapter 12
 
Howls echoed out from the darkness. Fire burned along the top of the turf Wall, illuminating the piles of burnt and bloody bodies that lay around, in-between, and even on top of the sharpened wooden stakes. There were ghostly forms of more bodies down below in the trench.
Captain Lockhart sat with his back to a pile of smoldering lumber. He struggled to reload his pistol with shaking hands, ignoring the human howls and wails that echoed out from the black woods. 
The Jombards were coming again. This would be the fourth time. The dragoons at Hangman’s Hill were exhausted, wounded, and stretched to the breaking point. Lockhart knew with the instinct of a commanding officer that his men wouldn’t stand another assault. In truth, he didn’t know how they had managed to hold out this long.
Two gun shots sounded far off to the south, one right after the other.
As Lockhart wound the firing mechanism in his pistol, he turned his head to look.
If the signal fires were still burning, it was impossible to distinguish them out anymore. Fire burned all along the Wall. Gun shots and cannon shots were going off irregularly, their flashes lighting the night sky.
To the north, however, was an increasingly prolonged silence. No shots had been fired from that direction in twenty minutes or more. Lockhart was developing the sinking feeling that the Jombards had already broken through. If the barbarians were coordinated enough, they could be circling around to cut off any retreat of the dragoons from the other mileforts. Or, more likely, the undisciplined horde could be pouring through to attack smaller farms and settlements on their way to Redemption. 
The howls suddenly ceased. 
The rain increased at the same moment, pounding down harder on the forlorn dragoons and sizzling as the drops struck the fire.
Lockhart removed the spanner from his pistol, then grabbed for the hilt of his sword. 
“They’re coming again, sir,” Sergeant Dyke whispered. His face was a smeared mess of mud, ash, and blood. 
“I know,” Lockhart said. His voice was throttled and hoarse. He wiped a hand across his face, and was surprised to see the dark smear of blood across his palm. “It’s been an honor to serve with you, Sergeant.”
The man raised his carbine. “And you, sir.”
A keening, almost supernatural wail came out of the darkness. Shadows began to move in front of the tree line. 
One of the dragoons threw down his carbine and began to scream, covering his face and hands. 
To Lockhart’s left, another dragoon began to edge down the turf wall. Two others started to follow. 
The rout was beginning. It would devolve into madness and chaos if Lockhart allowed it. He had already failed once today, had let his command fall apart in the face of that monstrosity that came over the Wall in the pre-dawn light. 
He wasn’t going to fail again.
Captain Lockhart stood up. He raised his rapier and pistol, then stepped up onto the pile of lumber and dirt in full view of the enemy. “Dragoons!” he shouted. “To arms! On me! 
Howls erupted from the fire-lit shadows of the trench before him. A javelin whizzed past his ear, missing him by inches.
Lockhart didn’t flinch. He lowered his pistol, and caught sight of a Jombard as the painted warrior stepped into the firelight at the edge of the trench. He fired. The pistol roared and bucked in his hand. “To arms!”
An arrow glanced off Lockhart’s cuirass. He winced at the hit, but kept his rapier raised and his body rooted to the spot.
A keening cry came from the stretch of broken ground in front of the Wall. Jombards erupted forward, flinging themselves down into the body-filled trench.
“Fire!” Lockhart screamed.
Carbines and pistols flashed and banged almost as one, spitting death into the trench. 
It was a good volley, better than Lockhart had any right to expect of men so ragged and worn after several hours of fighting. 
But the Jombards kept coming. 
Lockhart leapt to the edge of the trench. He swung his rapier down, catching a Jombard who was scrambling up the wall between two of the wooden stakes. 
The blade caught the man in the face and nearly cut his head in two. He tumbled back down into the pit.
“Fight!” Lockhart shouted, his voice sore and scratched from smoke and gunpowder. “Drive the devils back!”
Dyke was suddenly beside him, shouting like a maniac and swinging a halberd as if he were chopping wood.
Lockhart felt himself grinning like a maniac. If he was going to die tonight, this was how he would die, fighting to the death with his men.
And then he saw it.
In the open ground between the trench and the woods a towering gray shape appeared, taller than any man had a right to be. A wailing chant came from somewhere in the woods, rising above the carnage and clamor of the battle. 
Lockhart felt the hand of fear on his heart. Not again. It couldn’t be—
The gray shape threw back its long, lean head and howled. The sound was bestial, filled with rage and frenzy.
It was another werewolf.
 
No one even looked up as Kendril pushed across the crowded parade ground.
Dragoons were stumbling and running this way and that, shouting and lugging boxes and crates to the walls of the fort. The parade ground was already filled with sweating horses and fugitives from the Wall. Almost all the men were bleeding from fresh injuries and were streaked with mud and ash. Many were missing weapons, and had the wild eyes of men whose will had been broken.
Kendril scowled at the scene as he raced towards the central blockhouse. But what worried him more was what he didn’t see. 
There was no sign of any of the militiamen, or even of any of their mounts, weapons, or equipment. 
Kendril hurried his pace, and jumped up the steps of the blockhouse. He headed right inside.
The chaos within was no better than that outside on the parade ground. Dragoons hurried this way and that, bellowing orders and hurrying by with dispatches or crates of carbine cartridges.
Kendril dodged around a dragoon sergeant who crashed out the front door of the blockhouse, barely avoiding a collision with the man. He turned down the short hallway, moving around a stack of bottles that someone had left stacked against the wall. 
More shouting came from up ahead in what had been Kendril’s office. 
He swung around the corner, not even bothering to knock. 
Lieutenant Colonel Yearling was hunched over the desk, his monocle clenched firmly in one eye. Several maps were spread out over the surface, labeled with various colored pins and markers. A handful of other officers were in the room. All seemed to be talking at the same time. One was pointing to the map on the wall, shouting something about evacuation. Two others were talking quietly together in the corner, their faces written with worry.
Kendril stood stock-still in the doorway, dumbfounded by the complete anarchy he was witnessing.
Yearling looked up, and almost dropped the monocle out of his eye. “Tuldor’s beard! Lord Ravenbrook? Who let you out of your cell? You’re to be kept under lock and key until—”
“Shut up,” Kendril said. 
Yearling snapped his mouth shut, as much from surprise as any attempt at obedience. 
Kendril strode forward into the room. “Where are my men?”
Yearling snatched a map off the desk and rolled it up. “Disbanded, of course. I sent them all back to their homes.”
The sheer stupidity of such an action would normally have been enough to strike Kendril speechless for a second or two, but he had already guessed as much after seeing the state of the courtyard. “You sent them home,” he repeated in a grinding tone. “Well, it appears that you and Blackstone make a good match, Colonel.” He glanced down at the maps that covered the desk. “What’s the situation?”
Colonel Yearling straightened. “Now see here,” he said in a quiet yet obviously ruffled voice, “I should remind you, Lord Ravenbrook, that you are a private citizen now, and no longer have any military—”
Kendril looked up. There was fire in his eyes. “Have the Jombards broken through the Wall?” he said between his teeth. 
No one answered.
Unbidden, Kendril walked directly up to the desk where the maps were spread out. 
No one made a move to stop him, though Yearling took a cautious step back. The Colonel still managed to keep his monocle in place.
Kendril ran his eyes over the maps and diagrams, his keen mind catching the significance of every pin and marker. “Eru in Pelos,” he whispered hoarsely. He looked back up at Yearling. “How recent is this information?”
One of the other officers stepped forward and cleared his throat. “We’re continuing to get reports by the minute, my lord. But this is as updated as we can make it.”
Yearling managed to retrieve a bit of his courage and command. He stepped forward again with a severe look on his face. “I assure you, Lord Ravenbrook, that the situation is totally under control.”
Kendril whipped his head up and gave Yearling a look that sent him back a step. “‘Under control’?” He swept a hand over the map on the desk. “You call this ‘under control’?”
Yearling didn’t respond. Neither did anyone else in the room. 
Kendril turned his head back to the map in front of him. “The Wall is under massive attack. It’s already been breached in three separate locations. There are hundreds,” he shook his head and snatched at one of the red flags on the map, “perhaps thousands of Jombard warriors whose location is completely unaccounted for, and you call this ‘under control’?”
Yearling’s face flushed the color of wine. “I’ve heard enough.” He turned to one of the dragoon officers standing by the wall map. “Lieutenant, summon the guards and—”
“We had one chance,” Kendril said, “if we had kept my militiamen as a mobile reserve we could have tried to plug the holes as they appeared, keep the Jombards east of the Wall.” He ran a hand over his face. “It’s too late. Ashes, it’s too late.”
The prick to Yearling’s pride overwhelmed his desire to finish his previous order. “I assure you, Lord Ravenbrook, that this is not the first time I’ve tangled with the Jombards. The Northhampton Dragoon Regiment will stabilize the situation. We will drive the enemy back across the Wall, and then—”
Kendril stared at the lieutenant colonel. “Have you totally lost your mind?”
Yearling stopped, flustered into temporary silence. Every eye in the room was on him.
Kendril pointed a finger at the map without even looking at it. “The Jombards have broken through the Wall. They’re pouring over it in numbers so great that we can’t force them back anymore. If this information is anywhere close to accurate than we have less than an hour before they get here.”
“A temporary setback,” Yearling protested. “A temporary retreat while we muster a counterattack—”
Kendril’s face curled into a snarl of derision. “Counterattack? At this point, Colonel, you’re looking at a total rout of your forces. The Jombards will besiege Stockade, kill the dragoons left outside the palisade barrier, and then move on and burn Redemption to the ground while you and your men are trapped here. The only hope any of us have at this point is to fall back on Redemption and defend the town and the harbor with everything we have until reinforcements can come from Arbela.”
“Abandon Stockade?” Yearling snorted. “I think not. This fort is a much more defendable position than—”
“Who cares?” Kendril growled. “All the Jombards have to do is to put a token force here to pin you and your men inside, then send the main force against Redemption itself. You don’t have the men to push the Jombards back over the Wall, much less break out of Stockade in any counterattack.” He glared down at the maps. “What does it matter how long you can hold up in here? You’re still sentencing every man, woman and child in Redemption to death.”
“Lieutenant!” Yearling said, turning his head to the man against the wall again. “Fetch the guards immediately. I want Lord Ravenbrook—”
“I don’t think so,” Kendril said icily. He put a hand on the rapier that hung once again from his belt. “I’m not playing this game anymore. The next man who tries to put a hand on me dies. Now where are my men?”
Yearling put his hands on the desk. “I told you, I sent them home, as per my orders.”
“Then that’s where I’m going,” Kendril said. He straightened and turned for the door. “Eru willing it’s not too late to muster them to defend the walls.”
One of the officers gave a surprised look. “You’re bringing reinforcements to Stockade, Lord Ravenbrook?”
Kendril paused. “Hardly. You gentlemen are on your own. I’m going to hold the walls of Redemption for as long as humanly possible. If you’re smart you’ll abandon the fort and come with me right now.”
Colonel Yearling stepped around the desk. “I should remind you, Lord Ravenbrook, that my regiment is charged with guarding the Wall itself—”
“Then you are a complete idiot,” Kendril snarled. “The Wall is nothing. It never has been. It’s only a method to protect Redemption and keep the Jombards from killing everyone there. If you can’t see that than you really are hopeless.” He turned, then stopped by the chest near the door.
“You’re still under arrest, Lord Ravenbrook,” Yearling sputtered. “I won’t let you leave Stockade!”
“I think you have bigger problems,” Kendril said. He turned to the chest and flipped it open, then snatched up his black cloak and short swords. “I believe these are mine, and I don’t particularly want them burning with the rest of this place.” He turned to the speechless men in the room. “Good evening, gentlemen.”
Kendril walked out the door.
 
The town was burning.
Flames danced and leapt into the air like living creatures, cackling and singing as they consumed one building after another. Smoke choked the mud streets. Ashes fluttered down from the blackened sky above, intermingled with burning embers that drifted down like floating fireflies. 
Screams sounded through the town, mixed with inhuman howls. A baby was crying somewhere. Gunshots blasted off amid the flames and choking smoke of the town. The clanging of steel on steel echoed down the muddy streets.
Kara stumbled through the mud, her eyes burning and watering from the smoke. She brushed the gray ash off her arms and face, looking wildly about her.
She could only see the fire that blazed away on the wooden buildings to either side of her. Even though there were sounds of fighting, screaming and dying everywhere, she couldn’t see anyone at all. 
A small child began crying somewhere behind her. 
Kara turned, desperate to find the source of the weeping.
The towering inferno blocked her each way she turned. There was only flames and smoke.
“Watch out,” someone said. It was a young boy’s voice.
Kara turned, startled.
The boy, no more than eight or nine years old, stood next to her. He was dressed in a black hooded cloak like Kendril, and in each hand he held a toy pistol. “Watch out,” he said again. He pointed at the fire directly ahead. “There’s a wolf. I’ll kill it.”
Kara thought she saw something moving through the smoke ahead. It was a massive shape, some kind of beast bigger than a horse. A reverberating growl came from it.
Sudden, unreasoning fear struck Kara’s heart.
The young boy started forward, his toy pistols raised. “I’ve got it,” he said cheerfully. “I’ll kill it.”
“No, wait,” Kara said. She grabbed the boy’s cloak, trying to pull him back. “No, don’t. It’s too dangerous.”
The boy turned around, only he wasn’t a boy anymore. The face was that of Torin, her brother. 
Kara fell back with a gasp. She was quite literally seeing a ghost.
“Don’t worry, sis,” Torin said with a lopsided grin. “I know what I’m doing.” There was blood on his shirt, running down from a bullet hold in the middle of his chest. 
Kara grabbed at him, feeling a sudden mix of panic and grief. She couldn’t lose Torin. Not again. Her fingers swept the edges of his cloak, but she couldn’t seem to grab on to it, couldn’t pull him back.
The massive beast in the smoke growled again. The ground actually shook at the sound. 
“Please,” Kara begged, “please, Torin, stay with me. Don’t go—”
“It’s not me you should worry about, little sister,” said Torin. He pointed ahead through the swirling smoke. “You need to save him.”
Kara looked.
Kendril was sprawled on the ground. His eyes were closed and he wasn’t moving. 
The head of a wolf emerged from the smoke and fire. Its yellow eyes blazed like molten gold. Breath steamed from its mouth. Saliva dripped to the ground in and hissed like acid. It opened its mouth and howled.
Kara was paralyzed. She couldn’t kill that. It was too big, too obscenely powerful. It wasn’t even from this world. There was no way—
“Come on, sis,” Torin said again. “It’s up to you.” He pointed. “Look. The water is hurting it.”
Confused, Kara followed her brother’s pointed finger upwards.
The tall bell tower of a temple loomed directly above them. Water seemed to be raining down from the top, changing into long arrow-shapes as they fell. The drops splashed around on the ground all around Kendril’s prostrate form. Every time a splash hit the massive wolf-creature, it gave a great bellow of pain and rage and backed up a step.
Torin pointed again. “Don’t stop now, Kara. Look, the raven in the sea.”
Kara turned her head.
The flames were gone. The town was gone. Dark, black water stretched in all directions. Cold salt air blew into her face, tossing her short red hair into her eyes. Kara gasped at the sudden cold. She tried to peer into the churning water before her. 
 “There,” Torin said. “Can’t you see the raven? He’s lost. You have to find him.”
Kara shook from the cold wind, as well as the salt spray that was already drenching her body. She scanned the surface of the black sea, feeling that renewed sense of urgency and desperation. 
There. A man. He was sinking, sinking into the tossing waves. 
Kara cried out. She started forward and tripped. She threw out her hands, expecting to land in cold salt water. 
Instead she landed in warm, golden sand.
She looked up, bewildered. 
A sea of golden sand had replaced the dark ocean. The ship was gone. Towering dunes of drifting sand stretched in all directions.  A warm wind caressed Kara’s face. Stinging grains lashed against her exposed skin.
She got to her feet, sand falling off her clothes. The heat was intense. Above her head a blazing sun beat down. 
Torin stood at the top of one of the dunes, a short distance away. “Find the raven, sis,” he said with a sad smile. “He needs you.”
“Torin—” Kara choked out. Her voice was dry and parched from the sand and wind.
“One is past,” Torin continued. “One is here. Two have yet to appear.” He looked up at the sun, shading his eyes. “To find the key, to stop all three, seek the raven lost in the sea.” He looked down, and pointed directly behind Kara. “Look, Kara. The shadow in the south.”
Kara turned, looking behind her. 
The desert swept away as far as she could see. In the far distance, silhouetted against the horizon, were towering black pyramids. And there were shapes moving across the sand, black abominable things that seemed to be more shadow than alive. They crawled, scrambled, and lurched across the desert sand, a great mass of black terror. The smell of death and decay was thick on the desert wind.
Kara tried to scream, but couldn’t. She couldn’t move, couldn’t will her feet to run.
The black shapes, defying logic and reason, and resisting even Kara’s attempt to see them clearly, came right at her, a rising tidal wave of darkness.
Kara opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Her feet were stuck, immobile. 
“There,” came Torin’s voice from behind her. “The shadow is coming.”
The moaning, snarling shapes came at Kara. Shriveled hands reached for her, fingers clawed at her garments.
Still she couldn’t move, couldn’t scream. She could feel the claws of the beast-things tearing at her skin.
“Find the raven lost in the sea,” a voice said in her ear.
Kara woke up.
She sat up, her arms flailing. Someone was screaming. No, she realized with a start. She was screaming.
Strong hands gripped her shoulders. “Kara! Kara! It’s me, Joseph. You’re safe. You’re safe.”
Kara gasped for air. She looked wildly around her, trying to get her bearings. 
She was in the hold of the merchant ship, lying on her cot. It was dark, probably still the middle of the night. 
Slowly, as if expecting something terrible to erupt out at her any moment, Kara relaxed her body. She was trembling. Her face and arms were covered with sweat. She put both hands over her face. 
Joseph let go of her shoulders. He sat down next to her cot. “There, you’re fine. Just a nightmare, that’s all. You were screaming and thrashing around to wake the dead. It must have been some dream you were having.”
Kara rubbed her hands down over her neck, feeling the cold sweat that still clung to her. “No,” she whispered. “Not a dream.”
Joseph leaned back. “What then?” he asked softly. “Another vision?”
Now that she was awake, Kara began to shiver from the cold night air. “I...don’t know. Yes. I think.” She looked up at Joseph with plaintive eyes. “Oh, Joseph, these dreams are so real, but I don’t understand half of what’s in them. I feel like it’s something on the tip of my mind, something that I need to understand, but I can’t.”
Joseph put a hand on her back, and gently massaged her shoulder. “I wouldn’t worry about it, Kara.” He gave a shrug. “Sometimes dreams and visions are best left unanalyzed.”
Kara looked over at him. “But these dreams are so vivid, so real. They mean something, Joseph, I know it.”
“Well,” said Joseph with a sigh, “I suppose that’s true enough. We’ve trekked halfway across the known world based on a vision of yours.” He lowered his voice. “I guess what I mean is that a vision, if it’s real, will be made clear in the moment that you need to act on it. Trying to figure it out before hand won’t do too much good.”
“I saw Redemption burning,” Kara said, her voice still shaky. “And then my brother was there—”
Joseph raised his eyebrows. “Torin?”
“Yes,” said Kara. She furiously blinked back tears before they could form. “He was there, and Kendril was too, and Kendril was hurt, and there was some kind of terrible beast—”
“A beast?” Joseph asked with a frown.
“Yes.” The words flowed out of Kara like water from a broken dam. “And then there was a sinking ship in the water, and I was told to save ‘the raven lost in the sea,’ and then a desert—”
Joseph held up both his hands with a quick smile. “Whoa, Kara. I feel lost just trying to follow what you’re saying.”
Kara smacked her fist down on the cot, making the blankets jump. “See? That’s just it. It’s all nonsense, but it all means something too. I just need to figure out what.”
“Wait a second,” Joseph said, “you said something about a raven in the sea, didn’t you? I heard you mention it before, too, when you first came out of the coma.”
“Yes,” said Kara. Her hands still trembled slightly from the nightmare.
“Well,” said Joseph slowly, “the man we met back in Shawnor, I remember he called Kendril ‘Lord Ravenbrook.’”
Kara’s eyes widened. She opened her mouth to respond.
A call came from above decks. The ship turned slightly, the wooden sides creaking as water slapped against them. 
Joseph and Kara looked at one another for a moment, then both bolted for the stairs.
Outside on the deck of the ship the night wind was cold and fierce, cutting over the black water like an icy knife. Waves smacked and crashed against the bow of the ship, sending white flumes of spray over the wooden deck. The sky above was dark with clouds. Rain hissed perpetually onto the deck. 
Another call came from one of the sailors from up in the rigging. “Land ho!”
Kara rushed to the railing of the ship, pulling her green cloak around her against the cutting wind. 
Joseph came up beside her. He pointed towards the east. “There. See it?”
Kara peered into the slicing rain and howling wind. 
A line of dark land was just visible on the horizon.
“Jothland,” said Joseph. “In a couple hours we’ll be in Redemption.”
They watched the coastline drawing closer for several minutes. Despite the raging wind and relentless rain, neither moved from the railing.
Kara frowned suddenly, her eyes still on the horizon. “Is it dawn already? How long was I asleep?”
Joseph scanned the distant orange glow that was appearing on the horizon. “That’s not the sun,” he said ominously. 
“What is it, then?” Kara asked. She knew the answer even as the words came out of her mouth. 
Joseph put both hands on the wet railing. “Trouble.”
 



Chapter 13
 
The landscape was lit by fire. 
Flames burned to the north and the south. The remains of a nearby watchtower crumbled into fiery debris, sending up a cloud of embers and sparks. Bodies, both of the Jombards and the dragoons that had been manning the Wall, littered the ground. Rain continued to spatter down out of the cold night sky.
The Wall had fallen. It was finally finished. Over a century of oppression had been destroyed overnight. The Jombards had broken through into the civilized lands of the peninsula. Thousands of warriors were pouring through into the forests and fields. Already the horizon was filled with the flames of burning farms and outlying settlements.
The Great Fang stood on the remnants of the Wall, and breathed in the smoke and tang of blood as if was a summer breeze. He gave a predatory smile, enjoying the howls of the victorious Jombards and the wailing of the female priestesses as they offered up praises to the Seteru. Even the cries of the wounded and dying that filled the night were balm to his ears. 
Already there had been much blood and slaughter tonight. Harnathu would be pleased. 
But it was not yet over. The Great Fang would not stop, not until he reached the fort the colonists called Stockade, and then on to Redemption itself. He would make of it all a pile of ashes and blood, an offering to the Seteru. 
And then, when he finally stood on the beaches looking out upon the Strait of Jagara, he would build ships for his men, and lead them on to the West, across the great waters and to the continent of Rothland. Arbela would fall, and Calbraith, and Badera and Merewith. Places that were just names on a map to the Fang and his people, cities he had seen only in his dreams and nightmares.
The people of the West would all die. The Great Fang would rule supreme over the whole continent of Rothland. It was his destiny, his great promise. He would build a towering temple to Harnathu on the bones of his fallen foes, would offer blood and fire to appease the dark god of slaughter and war. 
But first he had to find the man called Demonbane. Find and destroy him as an offering to Harnathu, an offering to show the Seteru his worth.
Filled with the thrill of victory and invigorated by the sight of carnage, the Great Fang threw back his head and gave a rousing howl. He reached towards the Soulbinder that hung around his neck. The gem was warm. It glowed softly like a pulsing red heart. 
The Great Fang smiled. The blood and death that surrounded the ancient relic was stirring it to life, making it remember its true purpose. 
Soon, soon, the veil between this world and the Void would be shattered. 
“Master.” Odgar emerged from the darkness. He, unlike most of the other tribe chieftains, had not yet drunk of the wolf-blood. 
“Rise, Odgar,” the Great Fang said. Like Odgar, he was also still in human form. A greater gift awaited him, a blessing that would manifest itself only when the Soulbinder had achieved its full potency. 
“There are prisoners,” Odgar said.
The Great Fang frowned. “Then the men did not heed my orders. Did I not say that all were to be killed without mercy?”
“Yes, O Fang,” Odgar replied. He looked up at the war lord. The expression on his face was almost anxious. “One of the men...he killed one of the Chosen.”
The Great Fang snapped his head in the direction of his lieutenant. “Bring him to me,” he growled. “Kill the rest.”
Odgar bowed even lower. “Yes, Great Fang.”
The Great Fang continued to growl softly even as Odgar turned and left. 
“Well,” came a sultry voice from behind him, “perhaps your great wolf-men are not as invincible as you thought, Great Fang.”
“Bronwyn,” the Great Fang snarled, uttering her name almost like a curse, “your words come close to blasphemy.”
Bronwyn gave a small, confident laugh. She stepped beside the war chieftain, her body like a reed compared to his massive bulk. “I am a loyal servant of the Seteru, Great Fang.” She looked up at him with an innocent smile. “As you are.”
“The nations of the West will fall like rotten fruit from a tree,” the Great Fang intoned. “Look.” He swept a massive hand over the fires that burned as far as the eye could see to the west. “It has already begun.”
Bronwyn folded her hands behind her back. “There is a good deal of water between here and the nations of the West, O Fang. And the Jombards have never been keen sailors.”
The Great Fang smiled. “Harnathu will lead us. You will see, Bronwyn. This is only the beginning.”
“And what,” asked Bronwyn with a raised eyebrow, “of the Demonbane?”
The Great Fang grinned. “I will find him and devour him. His death will be sweet incense to the Seteru.”
“You don’t know the Demonbane,” said Bronwyn quietly. “Not like I do. You should not underestimate him. If any man will stop you and your warriors from crossing the sea to the West, it will be him.”
The Great Fang snorted angrily. “We shall see, witch.”
Bronwyn started to speak again, but held her tongue instead.
Odgar returned, flanked by two powerful Jombard warriors. He pushed a bound, badly injured dragoon to the ground before the Great Fang. “This is the man, O Fang.”
The Great Fang looked over the bloody, disheveled man at his feet. “What is your name?” he said in a rumbling tone.
The dragoon looked up at the war chieftain, blinking to see through the blood that covered half his face. “Captain Lockhart,” he croaked. He managed to straighten himself, even though he was on his knees. “Northampton Dragoon Regiment, Arbelan Protect—”
“You killed a werewolf tonight,” the Great Fang said. He searched the man with keen eyes. “An act of great courage. You must be proud of yourself, Captain Lockhart.”
Lockhart looked up at the Great Fang, his body shaking from loss of blood and physical trauma. “I’m a coward,” he managed to say. “And I would have run. I should have run.”
The Great Fang tilted his head. “And yet you did not.”
“No,” Lockhart said. He lifted his head, despite the obvious pain that it caused him. “Because I saw a man kill another of your werewolves just this morning. A man just like me. Lord Ravenbrook.” Lockhart managed to smile. “The Demonbane, they call him.”
Bronwyn crossed her arms. “You see, Great Fang? He inspires the men of Redemption to stand against you. The Demonbane is a greater threat to you than the Wall ever was.”
The Great Fang swung his head menacingly in Bronwyn’s direction. “Silence, witch. I’ve had more than enough out of you for one night.”
“I know I’m a dead man,” said Lockhart, his good eye riveted on the hulking shape of the Great Fang. “But you? You’re a dead man too, Jombard.” He spat on the ground in front of the war lord’s feet. “The Demonbane will gut you like a pig.”
Without a word the Great Fang drew a longsword from his back. He whipped it through the air. 
Lockhart’s head toppled from his body. His corpse crumpled to the ground, his blood staining the turf of the Wall that he had given his life to guard. 
The Great Fang breathed deeply for a moment, his eyes wild with rage. His hands gripped the handle of his sword so tightly that it seemed they would bend the metal of the hilt. “The Demonbane will die,” he hissed. “Along with every man, woman and child in Redemption.”
Odgar bowed even lower, his face almost to the wet ground. “The tribes are ready to assault the great fortress, Great Fang. Many of the warriors have scattered in search of plunder, but they will return when called.” He lifted his head and smiled. “Give the word and I will reduce the stronghold to splinters.”
The Great Fang’s face still wore a mask of seething rage. “Do it,” he growled. “I don’t want any of these dragoons left alive by morning.”
Odgar stood. His hands twitched expectantly. “Yes, Great Fang.”
“There will be panic in the town,” the Great Fang continued. “Send out raiders to hunt the roads and kill any stragglers you find.”
“As you will.” Odgar turned and disappeared into the darkness.
Bronwyn gave the glowing Soulbinder around the Great Fang’s neck a wary look. “You do not know the power you hold there, O Fang. You should be careful not to—”
“Do not lecture me on the old magic, witch,” the war lord rumbled. He wiped the massive blade of his longsword on Lockhart’s corpse. “When I offer my body and soul to Harnathu, it will be the greatest gift I can give my god. He will find my sacrifice acceptable, I assure you.”
Bronwyn pursed her lips, but said nothing.
“Now,” said the Great Fang as he sheathed his sword, “I have an assignment for you, witch.”
Bronwyn’s face soured. She looked out over the burning fields and forests west of the Wall. “I don’t take orders from you, Great Fang.”
As quick as a darting snake, the Great Fang shot out an arm and gripped Bronwyn by the throat.
Surprised and choking, Bronwyn kicked her feet and grabbed ineffectually at the massive Jombard’s muscled arm.
“You forget yourself, witch,” the Great Fang snarled. “While you are in my camp, in my land, you will heed me or die.” He leaned in closer to her face and smiled maliciously. “I could squeeze the life out of you right now. Do you deny it?”
Bronwyn gasped, sputtering for breath. She shook her head as much as the Great Fang’s tight hold would allow. 
“Good.” The Great Fang released his grip as if he were swatting away a fly. “I think that we understand each other, then.”
Bronwyn fell to her knees, coughing and rubbing her swollen throat. It was almost a minute before she could finally speak. “What—” she said between rattling coughs, “what do you want...Great Fang?”
The Jombard allowed himself a pitiless smile. “That’s better.” He looked out over the fields towards the night sky in the west. “What I need from you is simplicity itself.”
Bronwyn tottered to her feet, still rubbing her throat. She glared with an uneven mix of hatred and fear at the Great Fang. 
If he noticed her look, the Great Fang did not show it. He continued to stare out to the west, his face grim and determined. “I need you to go to Redemption,” he said.
 
The road was clogged with fleeing farmers and settlers. 
Children cried softly, and infants wailed in the cold night air. Many of the men and women wept openly as well. Most were leaving burnt farmsteads behind. Some were leaving the corpses of family members. 
There were injuries. A large number of the refugees were still bleeding from cuts that had been hastily bandaged, or limping on improvised crutches. Some were so badly wounded that they were laid in the back of carts and wagons. 
There were animals, too. Mules and horses gave frightened whinnies in the dark. Chickens fluttered uneasily in cages. Dogs barked and howled as they ran up and down the line of fleeing people. 
The rain continued to hammer down out of the night sky, drenching the struggling mass of humanity and turning the dirt road into a slogging mash of mud. 
And behind them to the east, the sky glowed orange.
Kendril thundered past the line of refugees, trampling through fields and leaping small hedges as he rode on the edge of the road. The wind caught his face, spattering rain onto his bare head. The steel cuirass he wore felt heavy. Rain plinked off it and ran down the metal in rivulets. His buff coat was already soaked through. The trousers and boots he wore were splattered with so much mud that they almost seemed one color. His rapier hung at his side, his flintlock pistols tucked away in closed, waterproof holsters. 
It felt strange, the feel of the armor and the weapons on him. It was as if he was outside his own body and watching himself ride by like one of the terrified refugees. It didn’t feel like he was actually himself. 
Behind him came Tomas, riding with a skill that surprised Kendril. He was more than managing to keep up. It was a sharp reminder to Kendril that he knew almost nothing of Tomas’ past.
Kendril looked over the line of refugees. In the darkness they appeared to be black, formless shapes. Almost indistinguishable from the mud they were tromping in. It was like the first exodus, the one that had happened more than a month ago when the Jombards had first assaulted the Wall. Back then the refugees had largely been those who had been brave or foolish enough to settle east of the Wall, or who were so close to the Wall itself that they had feared for their lives. 
But this was different. These people lived well to the west of the Wall, but they were still fleeing in terror. The Jombards had broken through and were slaughtering everyone and everything in their path. 
Redemption would be in panic. Kendril knew that already. There weren’t enough ships to evacuate the entire population of the peninsula. It would be chaos and fear.
Kendril brought up his horse alongside a crossroads. He peered out into the darkness ahead.
The long, high shape of the palisade wall of Redemption was less than a mile away. The shape of the main temple’s bell tower lifted high above the wall itself. The gates appeared to still be open, at least for now. 
That wouldn’t last long.
Kendril spun back around to Tomas, who had pulled up alongside him. “When we get to town,” he said, raising his voice above the falling rain and blowing of the horses, “we need to find Beckett and Root. From there we can form the militia back again.”
Tomas’ face was a dark blur in the night. “If any of them are still in town.”
“They will be,” Kendril said with more confidence than he felt. “We may have trouble from Blackstone.”
“We already had trouble from Blackstone,” Tomas said icily. “I have no issue putting a knife in him if I have to.” He looked down. “How’s the leg?”
Kendril realized that he had been rubbing his upper leg without even thinking. He took his hand away with a great act of will. “Fine. Just fine.”
Tomas shook his hooded head. “It must be nice to lie any time you want.”
Kendril gritted his teeth. “All right, the truth? My leg’s killing me, and riding this blasted horse all day long hasn’t helped me at all. But I can still fight. Happy now?” He looked off towards the gate of Redemption. “Now come on. We have a lot to do and not much time to do it in.”
Tomas grabbed Kendril’s arm before he could urge his horse forward again. “Wait.”
Kendril glanced back. “What?”
Tomas released Kendril’s arm and sat back in his saddle. “Another thing you should know. Olan and the other Ghostwalkers. They may still be in Redemption.”
Kendril was silent for a moment. “Olan,” he said at last, “is at the bottom of my list of worries right now.”
Tomas shrugged. “Just thought you should know. He still considers you a traitor to the Order.”
Kendril turned his brooding look back towards the town walls. “It seems that everyone seems to think that I’m a traitor these days. Maybe it’s time I really started acting the part.” He flicked his reins and his horse took off again.
 
The wind had picked up considerably. Rain pelted the deck and sails of the merchant ship. Waves came crashing over the bow of the vessel with alarming regularity.
Joseph had gotten over his initial seasickness, but as the weather began to turn more violent he felt it return to his gut. It was hard to stand, hard to keep his head and stomach from spinning. He didn’t want to feel helpless like that again. When the pirates had boarded the ship, when they had almost thrown Kara overboard—
He had been useless. Worse than useless. And Joseph didn’t want that to happen again. Ever. 
So now he was on the deck of the ship in the middle of the night, drenched to his skin and shaking from cold and nausea. It was still better than being crammed down in the stuffy hold of the ship, where Joseph’s nausea seemed ten times worse. At least out here there was a brisk wind to fight away his feelings of sickness. 
Kara was down below, though how she could sleep with the ship lurching up and down was beyond Joseph’s comprehension. She was certainly exhausted. The nightmares she had been having every night were taking their toll.
Joseph stared at the land mass that was growing ever larger against the glowering sky. The orange glow flickered on the horizon. He felt uneasy looking at it, knowing that he would soon be seeing Kendril again.
It had been months since what had happened in Vorten. But the fact was that Kendril had shot Kara, and almost killed her. And try as he might, Joseph could feel nothing but dark rage against the man who had used to be his friend.
And now things were even worse. Joseph had no idea where things stood between him and Kara. She seemed confused and uncertain, all because of Maklavir.
No, Joseph corrected himself. All because of Kendril. His bullet had started the whole chain of events.
So here Joseph was, on a ship only thirty minutes away from the backside of the world and the man he had hoped never to see again.
Joseph closed his eyes, fighting down the bile that was rising into his throat. The movement of the ship was making him dizzy.
He knew the Blessed Scriptures. Eru was a God of forgiveness, of love and mercy. Joseph should be ready and willing to forgive Kendril, too.
But it was hard. Harder than he had ever expected it to be. The anger just wouldn’t go away.
Kara was suffering. The dreams and nightmares she had, remnants of the horror of Vorten, were wearing her down both physically and emotionally. There was hardly a night that went by where she didn’t wake up screaming. 
Joseph took a deep breath and tried to fight off the overwhelming wave of sickness that washed over him. He clutched the railing of the ship, feeling the mix of rain and salt spray slap his face.
Why was he even here? For Kara? She didn’t seem interested in him any more, not romantically. Or at least she was so confused she didn’t know if she was or not. 
Joseph gave a quick shake of his head. He was here for her, whether she loved him or not. The fact was that he loved her. He had left her once before, when she had been in her coma in Vorten. The pain and grief had been too much. Joseph’s anger at Kendril and Eru and...yes, even at Kara, had been too much. And so he had fled to Dutraad’s army, and fought a war that wasn’t even his to fight, all to escape the pain.
He had done it once. He couldn’t do it again. He had been weak then, a coward. Not again. Never again.
And so it all came down to this. Joseph was on a ship sailing directly towards an inevitable confrontation. He couldn’t bear to go forward, and he didn’t dare to go back. When he saw Kendril again, he wasn’t quite sure whether he would grit his teeth and shake the man’s hand, or challenge him to a duel.
Joseph stared out at the black, wind-tossed water. His thoughts were so deep and dark that it took him a moment to realize that the ship was turning.
He looked up at the quarterdeck in surprise, then back out at the black sea.
There was no mistaking it. The merchant ship was swinging sharply to the right, heading to the south. At this rate she would miss the harbor entrance to Redemption entirely.
Swallowing his sickness, Joseph stumbled across the soaked deck to the stairs.
The three sailors on the quarterdeck were already outfitted in full-length sealskin coats against the slicing rain. The first mate, a squinty-eyed man who had taken over for the wounded captain, was shouting orders in the ear of the helmsman. 
Joseph pulled himself up onto the quarterdeck. He wobbled, his stomach fluttering like a moth, but he managed to stand straight. “What’s going on?” he yelled into the howling wind. “Why are we turning?”
The first mate frowned deeply at him. “Go back below!” he shouted over the hammering rain. He waved his arms as if shooing Joseph away. “No passengers at the helm!”
Joseph felt a small explosion of anger inside him. He took an unsteady step forward. Rain dripped from his face and beard, and streamed off his drenched greatcoat. “You’re missing Redemption!”
The scowl on the first mate’s face deepened. He punched a finger towards the east. “Do you see that?”
Joseph glanced over the railing.
The sky over the dark land mass of Jothland still burned a dull, angry red. 
“That’s war,” the first mate spat. “That’s death. I don’t know what’s going on over there, and I don’t care. Whatever it is, it’s bad.” He nodded towards the south. “We’re heading south by southwest. Back to New Marlin, or even Cayman if we have to.”
Joseph stood silent for a moment, stunned. He glanced at the three men on the quarterdeck.
They all glared back at him, their faces sullen and angry.
“Now get off the deck!” the first mate shouted. He thrust a finger towards the hold for emphasis. “Get below.”
Joseph felt a turmoil of emotions inside him. 
They could turn away from Redemption, away from Kendril. That would solve everything. There would be no confrontation, no forgiveness required. It wouldn’t even be Joseph’s decision.
And what if Kara’s vision was right, and Kendril did die?
Well, what if it was? Wasn’t that what Kendril had always wanted anyways? A sacrificial death for his penance?
“Clear off!” the first mate repeated. He reached for a club that hung on his belt. The hate behind his glare was unmistakable.
The other sailor, the one not at the helm, took a step forward as well. He reached for a fish knife strapped to his hip. 
Things were getting ugly quick.
Ever since the incident with the pirates, the sailors of the merchant ship had barely tolerated Joseph and Kara’s presence. Joseph had slept with one eye open, in case the men sought revenge for their wounded captain.
It looked like things had come to that point. 
The sailor whipped out the fish knife. 
The first mate unhooked his club. “I’m not joking, mate,” he snarled. “Below. Now.”
The ship crashed down into the valley of a storm-tossed wave. 
Joseph staggered, trying to keep both his feet and his stomach steady. He was tired and sick to the point of retching all over the quarterdeck. 
What did he care if Kendril died? Kara’s nightmare might not even be right after all. And even if it was, what could she actually hope to do against the power of the Void?
The sailor with the knife waved it menacingly at Joseph. “You deaf, mate? Clear off.”
Joseph had lost Kara once. He couldn’t lose her again. He wouldn’t lose her again.
The sailor spat a curse. He leapt towards Joseph and swiped his knife through the air.
Joseph dodged to one side. He snatched the sailor’s knife arm and tripped him at the same time. 
With a startled cry the sailor went over the steep stairs towards the main deck, propelled by Joseph’s push and his own forward momentum. 
Joseph spun around. He drew his rapier.
The first mate was already moving forward. The club in his hand was raised to strike.
The merchant ship began to roll upwards, caught on the rising swell of a monstrous wave. 
Joseph bit his lip hard against the seething sickness in his gut. He dropped immediately into a fencing stance.
The first mate lashed his club at Joseph’s head.
Joseph thrust with his rapier. The sharp tip jammed through the man’s upraised forearm, cutting through sealskin and flesh like wet paper. 
The first mate screamed. The club dropped from his nerveless fingers and rolled on the tilting deck.
The merchant ship dropped suddenly, cascading down into the trough. The whole vessel jolted as the bow slammed against the water. A volcano of white water stormed up from the front of the ship, covering the main deck in a churning mass.
Joseph slammed back against the railing of the quarterdeck. He barely managed to hold onto his rapier. He blinked rain and salt water out of his eyes. Wind howled past his ears like wailing spirits. 
The first mate collapsed back against the cabin door. He let out a string of curses, clutching at his wounded arm. Blood dripped steadily onto the deck, mingling with the relentless downpour. 
Joseph turned again to the stairs.
The snarling face of the second sailor appeared. His knife was still in his hand. 
Joseph kicked the man hard in the face.
The sailor crashed back down to the storm-tossed deck.
“Have you lost your mind?” the first mate screamed.
Joseph wheeled around. He swiped the sharp tip of his rapier against the neck of the helmsman. “Turn back to Redemption!” he yelled over the screeching wind. “Or I swear to Eru I’ll run you through.”
The helmsman, both hands on the wheel as he wrestled against the storm, looked over at Joseph in amazement.
The first mate gave a strangled cry of pain, still clutching his wounded arm. “Don’t you understand?” He tilted his head towards the glowering sky in the east. “There’s a bloody war going on over there.”
Joseph jabbed the tip of the rapier a little harder against the helmsman’s neck. “That’s right.” He looked over at the first mate. “And my friend’s right in the middle of it. Now turn this Void-cursed ship back around.”
 



Chapter 14
 
Redemption was in chaos.
The muddy streets were littered with broken glass, articles of clothing, and abandoned wagons. Shops and buildings were locked and boarded up. Even the temple of Eru had closed its doors. Panicked and screaming people filled the streets and jostled each other along the boardwalks, all fighting to get down to the docks in hope of finding a ship. Fights were breaking out right and left. The sharp whistles of the town guards were going largely unnoticed. Every so often a gunshot hammered out into the night. An occasional body lay sprawled in the filth of the street, evidence of the rampant violence. Lawlessness was in the air.
And towards the east, the sky still throbbed with furnace-like heat. The Jombards were coming. Everyone knew it, and no one wanted to be left in Redemption when the barbarians arrived.
Kendril rode hard through the street that bordered the eastern palisade wall. People scurried right and left across the muddy avenue, some barely getting out of the way of his horse’s thundering hooves. A woman lay by the broken window of a store, weeping loudly and clutching something to her chest. Two men were fist-fighting near the entrance to an alley.
Chaos. Utter and complete chaos.
Kendril pulled his horse up sharply before a shabby tavern that looked as if it had once been a dingy warehouse. He leapt off the horse and tossed the reins to Tomas. “Watch my horse,” he said. “If anyone gets to close, shoot first and ask questions later.”
Tomas gave the run-down building a skeptical glance. “Stopping for a drink?”
Kendril was already half-way to the front door. “Just watch the horse!”
Kendril entered the dimly-lit tavern.
It was a broad, large room, with a make-shift bar, no kitchen, and a weak stove in the corner. Candles burned on the tables. The floor was covered with flax and straw. The whole place reeked of beer, sweat, and vomit. 
Kendril wrinkled his nose against the smell as he scanned the dark interior. He moved across the filthy floor towards a table against the wall. 
A giant of a man lay over the small table, his head in his arms. He was muttering something under his breath. A flagon of spilled beer rested by his head.
“Beckett!” Kendril shouted. “Attention!”
The massive, red-bearded man lifted his head and blinked his eyes slowly.
“I said attention,” Kendril repeated.
Beckett looked around in dazed manner. Then he jumped to his feet, almost knocking over the flimsy table. He stood ramrod straight, teetering a little. His shirt was stained with beer and covered with crumbs. “Sir, yes sir!”
Kendril took a quick look around the nearly empty common room. “I knew I’d find you in this rat-hole, Beckett.” He gave the man a penetrating look. “How drunk are you?”
Beckett continued to stand at attention. “Drunk enough to follow you into battle again, sir!” He grinned broadly.
Kendril smirked and shook his head. “Good enough. Where’s Root?”
“Don’t know, sir.” Beckett nodded towards the door of the tavern. “His farm, maybe. Might still be in town.”
“We need to find him. The other militiamen, too.”
Beckett spat on the flax-covered floor and frowned. “That’ll be hard, sir. Once we were disbanded most of the men left for their homes. They’re probably scattered all over the peninsula by now.”
Another gunshot sounded outside, followed by a woman’s scream.
Kendril instinctively flipped open one of his holsters and snatched the handle of a pistol. He glanced towards the windows that faced out towards the street. He looked back at Beckett. “Things are bad out there. The town guard won’t be enough to man the walls of Redemption.”
Beckett leaned back against the table. He brushed a hand through his beard and released an avalanche of bread crumbs. “”What about the dragoons, sir?”
Kendril gave a quick shake of his head. “That fool Yearling’s got them pulled back to Stockade.”
Beckett whistled softly. “That’ll get worse before it gets better, sir.”
Kendril nodded somberly, his eyes back on the windows. “It’ll get worse here before it gets better. Without the dragoons or the militia Redemption doesn’t stand a chance.” He turned back to Beckett. “You sober enough to ride?”
Beckett blinked glazed eyes and nodded his head. “Sober as a judge, sir.”
Kendril sighed. “It’ll have to do.” He put a hand on Beckett’s shoulder. “I need you to rally the militia. Find Root if you can. Get every able-bodied man to the market square.” 
Beckett scowled. “They stockpiled our weapons, sir. All of it’s still at Stockade.”
Kendril nodded. “I know. Grab whatever you can. Swords, hunting rifles. Axes and pitchforks if we have to. I know a lot of the men have weapons of their own.”
Beckett gave a discerning nod. “A few of the men have their own armor too, sir, though most of it is old and rusted. Nothing as good as that.” He glanced down at Kendril’s steel cuirass.
“Look, Beckett,” Kendril said in a low voice, glancing around to ensure that no one else was in the tavern to hear. “This is as bad as it’s ever been. I need you to move like the wind. You’ve got an hour at most, probably less.”
“You can count on me, sir.”
“Focus on anyone who has a horse first. Get them assembled in the square. You’ve got one hour, then we’re going with whoever and whatever we have.” Kendril grabbed a half-full mug of beer off the table and drained it. He slammed the empty mug back. “Eru, I needed that.”
Beckett grinned. “Time like this, sir, it’s better to be a bit buzzed.”
Kendril wiped the sleeve of his buff coat across his mouth, then nodded. “One hour, Beckett, then we ride.”
Beckett squinted. “Where to, sir?”
“Stockade,” Kendril said over his shoulder. He was already moving to the door. “To get whatever poor devils out of there that we can.”
Beckett stumbled after Kendril, barely avoiding a chair that was in his way.
“Don’t forget,” Kendril said as he pushed open the tavern door, “get Root first if you can. Don’t—”
He stopped mid-sentence.
In the middle of the street were a half-dozen men in the red and white livery of the town guard. Each wore a steel skull cap helmet, and carried broad-bladed glaives. They lowered the weapons menacingly at Kendril and Beckett as they emerged from the tavern. 
Behind them, mounted on a magnificent gray horse, was Lord Blackstone. He leered down at Kendril and Beckett, a look of sinister triumph on his face. 
“Blackstone!” Kendril seethed. He took a step forward. “Talin’s ashes, what are you—?”
“Sergeant,” Blackstone said, his voice carrying up and down the street. “Arrest both of these men.”
 
Kara awoke with a start. She sat up on the hard cot, rubbing her eyes and pushing the sleep away.
She was still fully dressed. How long had she been asleep? It was only supposed to be an hour or so until they reached Redemption. 
Wind whistled outside the hull of the ship, and rain hammered relentlessly against the wood. Thunder rumbled somewhere up in the distance. 
Kara snatched up her bow and quiver of arrows, ignoring the dull throb in her chest at the movement. 
Where was Joseph?
Kara shook her head fiercely, fighting off the last cobwebs of sleep. She hadn’t intended to fall asleep at all. She was so tired. Most nights she barely slept, and whenever she did, the nightmares would inevitably come.
The ship bumped and scraped against something. Yells and shouts came from outside.
The wild movement of the sea was gone. It seemed as if they were in port.
Kara jumped up and moved to the stairs.
The deck of the ship was slippery and wet from rain and sea water. Wind whipped wildly across the surface of the deck, and a drenching rain punched down out of the black sky. 
Kara glanced around for Joseph, but didn’t see him on the main deck. She moved to the railing. 
The merchant ship was in the harbor of Redemption. A short distance away were the docks that connected to the rocky shore. A walled causeway led from the scattered warehouses and shacks along the waterfront up to a hill overlooking the harbor. 
Kara peered through the darkness, trying to make out details through the driving rain.
The sky in the east was still an angry crimson. It lit the palisade wall and watchtowers of Redemption. The bell tower of the town’s temple rose above the wall itself. 
The bell tower. Kara had a sudden recollection from her nightmarish dream. It was exactly the same.
She felt a sudden chill come over her, one not caused by the icy rain or wind. Her dream. What did it mean? What was she supposed to do?
“This is as far as we go,” came the first mate’s voice. He was up on the quarterdeck. “You want to get to Redemption so bad, then you can take a dinghy in the rest of the way.”
Kara turned from the railing. She was already shaking from the wind and rain.
Joseph was up beside the helm. His rapier was out in his hand. “I don’t think so,” he said in a measured tone. “Pull this ship into one of the docks.”
Kara raced for the stairs to the quarterdeck. She pulled herself up to the elevated deck.
“Regnuthu take your hide!” the first mate cursed. He pointed with his free hand towards the docks. “Look, for Eru’s sake.”
Breathless from the stairs, Kara glanced back towards the docks. 
A swarming mass of people were crowding the wharves. There was a pulsing throb of screams, yells, and shouts that carried even over the shrieking wind and rattling rain. As Kara watched a flash of gunfire came from near one of the warehouses.
“That’s a lot of bloody madness happening there,” the first mate continued. He held his right arm, which had been crudely bandaged. “You and your girl are the only blokes trying to get to Redemption right now. Everyone else is trying to get out.”
Kara glanced down uneasily at Joseph’s naked rapier. “Joseph, what’s going on?”
“Nothing,” the pathfinder remarked easily. He lifted his sword again. “Just making sure we get our money’s worth for this voyage.”
“If we pull into that dock,” the first mate sneered, “my ship will be filled with a lot of panicked, desperate people sooner than you can spit.”
“That’s right,” Joseph again. “And that’s why you’re pulling into the dock. Your ship can hold a lot of people. And if you can help any of those poor souls get out of Redemption, then you will.”
The first mate fumed angrily for a moment. His eyes darted back and forth between Joseph’s rapier and the line of docks up ahead.
“Look on the bright side,” Joseph said with a half smile. “Desperate people tend to pay well.” He looked back at the line of the shore. “Get us to the docks and we’ll be out of your hair, I promise. Then you can feel like a hero for getting a bunch of families out of a war zone.”
“If they don’t swamp the ship first,” grumbled the first mate. He nodded his head off to the north. “Being a landlubber, I’m sure you haven’t noticed, but there’s a storm settling in from the north. If we don’t get out of here soon then we’ll be in the thick of it.”
“I’d get a move on if I were you, then.” Joseph fished his free hand into the herbal bag that he always kept at his side. He pulled out a small bottle and tossed it to the first mate. “Here.”
The first mate caught it with his unwounded hand, and glanced down at it suspiciously. “What’s this?”
“Deadly poison,” Joseph said. “What do you think? It’s a healing salve.” He motioned to the first mate’s arm. “Put it on your wound when you change the bandage. It will help it heal twice as fast. Prevent infection, too.”
The first mate stared at Joseph as if he had lost his mind.
The pathfinder gave an embarrassed shrug. “Once a day should do it, I’d think.” He looked back at Kara.
The redheaded thief was looking at him with a strange expression on her face.
Joseph straightened, suddenly self-conscious. “What?”
Kara shook her head and managed a small smile. “It’s...nothing. I just caught a glimpse of you.”
Joseph scrunched his face in confusion. “A glimpse of me? What do you mean?”
Kara turned for the stairs. “You. The Joseph I used to know.” She paused at the head of the steps and looked back over her shoulder at him, her red hair tossing in the wind. “It’s good to know that you’re still somewhere in there.”
 
Kendril’s rapier hissed out of its sheath. The naked blade reflected the pale yellow light streaming from the candle-lit tavern. “The first man that comes toward me dies,” he said.
The town guardsmen paused, their glaives still held at the ready. They glanced uneasily at each other. 
“You’re under arrest,” Blackstone repeated, spitting the words out as if they were dirt in his mouth. “Sergeant, you have your orders.” He wagged a gloved finger at Kendril and Beckett. “I want both those men under arrest. If they resist, kill them.” 
“Beckett,” said Kendril calmly, “get your horse and ride. Whatever happens, don’t look back.”
The red-bearded giant glanced up at Lord Blackstone and smiled. “Yes, sir.”
“Sergeant,” Blackstone repeated. “I gave you a direct order.”
The sergeant of the town guard looked nervously at Kendril’s keen rapier. 
Beckett turned and dashed off with a heavy stride towards the stables behind the tavern.
“For Eru’s sake, men,” Blackstone exploded. “There are six of you!” He glared down at Kendril with pure hatred in his eyes. “Now arrest that man.”
“Can’t you see the whole town is falling apart?” Kendril kept his sword up and ready to strike. Rain dripped off the long steel blade. “We need the militia to man the walls and restore order. If we don’t everyone here will be dead before morning.”
The sergeant of the town guard lifted his glaive and looked back at Blackstone. “My lord, perhaps—”
“Shut up!” Blackstone shrieked. “I don’t pay you to think, sergeant, I pay you to follow orders.” He looked over at Kendril. “Drop your weapon, Ravenbrook. Now.”
“Not happening,” Kendril said between his teeth. “We don’t have time for this nonsense. Every second we waste here the Jombards get closer to the town. The only chance we have is to fortify the defenses and arm the militia. If we can, then—”
“Then you can take over,” Blackstone roared. He drew his own weapon, a heavy bastard sword. “Take Redemption for your own. Destroy the legacy of my family and ruin everything the Blackstones have built here!” He clenched the handle of his sword, his eyes wild with rage. “Do you really think I’d ever let you do that? Do you think I would ever be so stupid?”
Kendril stared uncomprehendingly at the mounted noble. “What on Zanthora are you talking about?”
Several of the liveried town guard turned, a nervous look of confusion on their faces.
“Sir—?” the sergeant started to say.
“I’m no fool,” Blackstone continued. His eyes had a demonic look to them. “You think I don’t know what’s going on here? You think I don’t know what you’re planning, Ravenbrook?” He lifted his sword so that the point of the weapon was pointed at the flames to the east. “You’re in league with the Jombards. You’ve conspired with them, all so that you can destroy me, and destroy Redemption itself!”
The town guardsmen looked warily at each other. The glaives they held began to lift uncertainly.
“Great Eru,” Kendril whispered. “You really are completely mad.”
“Mad?” The word seemed to drive Blackstone to an even greater fury. “Mad? Is it madness to see one’s enemies and thwart their evil designs? Is it madness to strike at a rabid dog before it bites?” He swung the flat of his sword over the town of Redemption. “All of this is because of your treachery, Kendril! And I will not stand by to see my beloved town destroyed.”
For a long moment Kendril didn’t move. Rain dripped down off the edges of his steel cuirass, and streamed down from his dark hair. Then he lowered his rapier.
Blackstone thrust his bastard sword at Kendril’s chest. “Sergeant, arrest him! That’s an order.”
Kendril looked directly at the sergeant of the town guardsmen. “Sergeant, I am Kendril, Lord Ravenbrook. Until this morning I was the commander of the Redemption Militia.” He swept a hand over the burnt side of his face. “I was at Vorten when the Void opened and the goddess Indigoru herself came into the city.”
The sergeant gave a slow nod. “I know who you are, sir.”
Kendril wiped the falling rain from his eyes. “Good. Because I need you to trust me.” He glanced across the top of the palisade wall, where the horizon still glowed. “The Jombards are coming, and they will destroy everything and everyone in Redemption if we don’t stop them.”
“Don’t listen to his poison!” Blackstone shrieked. His horse stamped impatiently in the mud of the street. “Can’t you see his words are lies? Kill him right now.”
“If you arrest me or kill me,” Kendril said in an eerily calm voice, “then there will be no one to organize the defense of this town. The Jombards will come storming through the gates and massacre everyone.” He lifted his head. “It’s your choice, sergeant. Either kill me or let me go. Anything else is a waste of time that we can’t afford.”
Nobody moved. The rain continued to hammer down into the miry mud of the street. Shouts and echoes of looting and rioting echoed through the town. In the distance came an ominous rumble of thunder, sounding almost like cannon fire.
The sergeant brought his glaive to an upright position. The other town guardsmen immediately followed suit. 
“Sir,” the sergeant said back to Lord Blackstone, “I don’t see any reason to arrest—”
“Traitors!” Blackstone spat. “I am the parliament-appointed mayor of Redemption, the governor of the whole colony! How dare you—?”
“Give it up,” Kendril snapped up at the man. “Saving this town is more important now than any petty grievances between our families. You can help us.” He gestured with his rapier towards the docks. “People are panicked. They’ll be crowding every boat in the harbor trying to get out of town. Try to get them organized, calm things down as much as you can.” He looked up as a scream echoed down between two buildings. “I’ll gather the militia and try to get the walls of the town fortified as much as possible.”
Blackstone’s eyes narrowed. “Am I taking orders from you now, Ravenbrook?”
Kendril sheathed his rapier. “It isn’t about taking orders. It’s about doing whatever we can to save Redemption.”
Blackstone stared down at Kendril for a long moment. He lowered his sword and gave a slow nod of his head. “All right,” he said in a different tone of voice. “I agree with you. Gather your militia and man the walls. I’ll restore order to the docks.”
Kendril gave a relieved nod. “Good.” He looked at the sergeant. “We’ll need some of your men to support Lord Blackstone.” He turned and pointed towards the causeway that led down to the shore. “Get down to the docks and—”
Blackstone suddenly urged his horse forward. The beast slammed into Kendril with an agitated whinny.
Unprepared for the collision, Kendril flew backwards into the mud of the street.
Blackstone swung his sword up to strike. “I’ll see you in the Void first, traitor!”
Kendril flipped open one of his holsters and reached for a pistol.
A sharp hiss filled the air. 
Blackstone stiffened, a surprised look in his eyes. His free hand jerked spasmodically at a projectile that protruded from his neck. Before he could get his hand around it he began convulsing. Foam and spittle covered his lips.
The town guardsmen backed away in fright and amazement.
With a final jerk, Blackstone slipped out of his saddle and landed heavily in the mud of the street. He stopped moving, his glazed eyes looking at nothing.
“See?” said Tomas as he emerged from the darkness of a nearby alleyway. He waved an empty hand crossbow. “Poisoned.”
Kendril got up, holding his thigh and wincing. “Where were you this whole time?”
Tomas shrugged. “Figured I should make myself scarce when I saw the armed posse coming down the street.” He looked down at Blackstone’s body. “Looks like it was the right call.” He gave Kendril a wry smile. “Oh, and you’re welcome. For saving your life, I mean.”
Kendril looked at the sergeant and his men.
They were tense, their eyes going back and forth between Kendril, Tomas, and Blackstone’s body.
Kendril took his hand away from his holster. “Well, sergeant? It’s still your call.”
The man straightened. He stuck the butt of his glaive in the mud of the street. “Looked like self-defense to me, sir.”
The other town guards pulled up their glaives as well.
Kendril nodded somberly. “All right. Take care of the body. Blackstone still deserves a proper burial, even if he was a snake.”
The sergeant nodded. “Yes, Lord Ravenbrook.” He motioned to his men.
Kendril wiped some of the mud and filth off the side of his face. It was streaked from the rain. “How many guardsmen are there in Redemption?”
“Not more than a dozen, sir. Half of my men are right here.”
Kendril swore softly under his breath. “All right, sergeant, do what you can to restore order. Keep the people calm, especially down by the docks.” He glanced over at Tomas. “We need the militia.”
The Ghostwalker held up his hands. “I’m not arguing with you.”
Kendril stared out through the falling rain towards the eastern sky. “It gets worse. We need Yearling’s dragoons, too. We’ll never hold Redemption without them.”
Tomas raised his hood against the pounding rain. The edges of the cloth rippled in the wind. “Good luck with that. They were holing up in Stockade when we left. Yearling didn’t seem like he had any inclination of moving.”
“I know,” said Kendril darkly. “So we’ll have to go get them out.”
The sergeant saluted sharply. “My men and I are yours to command, sir.”
Kendril turned, his face confused. “You and your men aren’t in the militia, sergeant.”
The sergeant glanced back at Blackstone’s body. “I suppose it hasn’t occurred to you yet, sir, but with Lord Blackstone dead—”
“With Lord Blackstone dead,” Tomas continued as he reloaded his hand crossbow, “there’s no one in charge of Redemption.”
Kendril glanced at Tomas, then back at the sergeant. “I don’t have time for games, sergeant. What’s your point?”
The sergeant came to attention. “My point is this, sir. With Lord Blackstone dead, and you the general of the militia, that would put you as next in charge.”
Kendril closed his eyes. “Oh, Eru,” he breathed.
The sergeant glanced awkwardly at Kendril and Tomas. “Yes, sir. That would make you acting mayor of Redemption. And governor of the colony.”
“Well,” said Tomas with a sardonic smile, “you’re certainly rising quickly in the world, aren’t you?”
Kendril looked away for a moment. “Fine,” he said shortly. “It doesn’t change anything.” He looked back at the sergeant. “Get your men down to the waterfront. Get things there under control, and try to organize an orderly evacuation.” 
The sergeant saluted. “Yes, sir.”
Tomas stepped forward and lowered his voice. “What about us?”
Kendril turned his gaze on the palisade wall of the town. “We still need to mount a defense fast, or else I won’t be acting governor of anything.”
 



Chapter 15
 
“This is insanity.” Joseph pushed himself back against the wall of one of the warehouses along the shoreline. “Everyone else is trying to get out of this town.”
Kara pulled the hood of her cloak further down over her head. The rain was pounding down relentlessly from the night sky, tossed in fierce waves by the blowing wind. She was already drenched. To be fair, though, she had spent the last few days perpetually drenched in rain and sea water. Right about now a fire would be nice. 
On the boardwalk by the nearby docks a man started bellowing loudly. Two men armed with glaives rushed down the gangplanks, blowing whistles over the roar of the crowd and falling rain. A loud splash came from the harbor as a man threw himself in the water, swimming wildly to reach one of the anchored ships in the bay.
There were people everywhere. Young, old, men and women. Some were armed. Most had bags and packs. Two men by the causeway carried a large steamer trunk between them. Somewhere a donkey brayed, followed by the sharp barking of two or three dogs. 
“Kara,” said Joseph, “we’ll never find Kendril in all this. Assuming he’s even here at all.”
The redheaded girl swallowed, her eyes moving over the crowded shoreline. “He needs our help.” The words sounded unconvincing, even to her. “We should move up the hill into the town.”
Joseph pulled up the collar of his greatcoat. He was soaked through as well. “Talk about the wrong time to visit,” he mumbled. He looked up the stretch of boardwalk and docks towards the covered causeway that led up the hill. “Getting up there’s going to be challenge. Take a look.”
Kara glanced around Joseph.
The narrow causeway, protected on both sides by high palisade wall, ran up from the beach to the town on top of the hill. It was packed with a mass of streaming refugees, all pouring down onto the short stretch of beach and boardwalk.
“We’ll be fighting against the flow the whole way up,” Joseph said. He adjusted his hat against the cold wind. Rain dripped steadily from the edge of the brim. “Ugh, does it feel like the ground is pitching up and down to you? My stomach is still churning.”
Kara stared at the one path up to the town. Joseph was right. Trying to get past the fleeing mass of humanity was going to be difficult at best. She looked up at Joseph. “Look, Joseph, you’ve gotten me this far.” She glanced out at the bay and the crowded docks. “This was my vision, not yours. I understand that. If you want to—” her voice caught as she tried to say the words. “I mean, there’s still time to—”
Joseph gave her a hard look. “You really don’t know me well at all, do you Kara?”
Kara felt a sudden pang. She put a hand on Joseph’s arm. “I do know you. I know that you’ve followed me halfway across Zanthora and asked nothing in return.”
Joseph looked away.
“This is something I have to do,” Kara said. “And I know it will be dangerous. I just don’t know what the end of it will be.”
“Well then,” said Joseph firmly, “we’ll have to find out together, won’t we?” He took Kara’s hand and led her out onto the crowded boardwalk. “Let’s start by finding Kendril.”
“But where do we start?” Kara said, raising her voice as they moved out into the noise and press of refugees.
“Kendril’s never too difficult to find,” Joseph said over his shoulder. “Look for the thickest, most dangerous part of any fight, and he’s bound to be there.”
 
Kendril rode into the central square of Redemption. In the clear space was a large group of horsemen. The mounts were blowing and stamping in the puddle-strewn ground. The riders shivered in the driving rain and whipping wind. 
“Sir!” Beckett rode up, his customary grin on his face. “Good to see you, sir.” He jerked a thumb back at the cavalry behind him. “This is all I could gather together at short notice, sir. There’ll be more coming later, especially after dawn.”
Kendril looked over the assembled riders with a frown. 
There had to be less than fifty, not even half of the full mounted troop. Most of the riders wore little or no armor. While most had civilian swords or rapiers, few had pistols. One or two riders even had large hunting muskets slung over their shoulders.
“Where’s Root?” Kendril said abruptly.
“Here, my lord.” Root rode up. He somehow managed to look dignified and calm, despite the driving rainstorm that was soaking all of them. “There are at least a couple hundred more militiamen on foot.” He nodded back towards the edge of the square, where a group of farmers, tanners, and hunters were huddled against the sides of nearby buildings to get out of the wind and rain.
Kendril struggled to make out the shapes of the men in the near-darkness of the square. “Weapons?”
Root gave a sad shake of his head. “Not good, sir. A mishmash of things. Some have only a pitchfork or axe. Most have at least a sword, though. We have several matchlocks and a few flintlocks, but this blasted storm will make things doubly difficult.”
Kendril cursed under his breath. He swung around in his saddle to look again at the eastern sky.
Beckett cleared his throat. Rain plinked off his coonskin cap. “More men will come. Just give it time, sir—”
“Ashes, Beckett, we don’t have any time.” Kendril wiped rain off the grill of the lobster helmet he wore. He stared back at the shape of the palisade wall. “Colonel Root.”
The man straightened in his saddle. “Aye, sir.”
“I’m putting you in charge of Redemption’s defenses until we get back. Man the walls as best you can. Fortify them if you have time, but don’t let anyone wander far from the walls.”
Root nodded. “I’ll start with the eastern gate, sir.”
Kendril paused. “If we don’t come back, then I want you to hold the walls as long as you can.” He swept an arm over the buildings clustered in the direction of the eastern gate. “Once the Jombards are through, fall back into the houses and buildings. Make them pay for every street.”
“Yes, sir,” said Root in a solemn voice. 
Kendril stuck out a hand. “It’s been an honor, Colonel.”
Root reached over his mount’s head and took the hand in a brief shake. “That it has, sir.”
Kendril turned his head back around to Beckett. “Get the troopers formed and ready to ride, Beckett. We’re punching through to Stockade.”
Beckett actually grinned. “Looking forward to it, sir.” He swung his horse around and rode back to the waiting riders. 
Another man came trotting up to Kendril, riding a sorry-looking pony. 
Kendril struggled to make out the face of the approaching rider in the darkness and falling rain.
“Sir!” It was Wilkes. He pulled up just behind Kendril. “It’s good to see you, sir. I knew that prison couldn’t hold you.” He patted a basket hilt rapier at his side. “I’m ready to go, sir.”
Kendril glanced down at the sword. “Your father’s?”
Wilkes lifted his head. “It’s mine now, sir.”
Kendril pulled his horse around. “You know how to use it?”
Wilkes put a hand on the hilt of the weapon. “I can swing it just fine, sir.”
“Wilkes,” Kendril said in a quiet voice, “this will be a bloody ride. It’s war and death outside those walls.”
“I’m ready, sir.” His voice sounded a bit too strident.
“I’m putting you with Root’s men,” Kendril said in the same low tone. “He’s going to need help with—”
“No!” Wilkes blurted. “I mean...please, no sir.” He looked back at the riders. “This is my home, sir. I can fight for it, too. I can ride.”
Kendril was silent for a long moment. A flash of lightning lit the sky over the ocean.
“Please, sir,” Wilkes said again. “I want to fight by your side. Don’t make me stay behind.”
Thunder rumbled off to the northwest. 
Kendril finally gave a slow, almost sad nod. “All right, Wilkes. You’re with me.”
The boy gave an eager salute. “Thank you, sir. You won’t regret this.”
Beckett trotted back over again. “The men are ready to ride, sir. Just give the word.”
“All right, then.” Kendril turned the head of his mount towards the eastern gate. “We’ve wasted enough time as it is. Let’s head out.”
 
The road to Stockade was still packed with refugees. Broken down wagons, discarded furniture and chests, and even a few dead animals clogged the muddy road.
Most of the fleeing people got quickly out of the way as Beckett’s cavalry troop came thundering down the road. Even still many of the troopers had to ride in the fields to either side of the road to avoid the mass of refugees.
Kendril led from the front, blinking rain out of his eyes as he rode. He instinctively kept one hand on the hilt of his rapier. With the drenching downpour his flintlock pistols would be unreliable at best. It certainly wouldn’t pay to keep the waterproof holsters uncovered for long. 
“This way, sir,” Beckett shouted to Kendril. He pointed across an open field at a nearby ridge. “We can cut cross-country and come up to Stockade from the south.”
Kendril gave a nod. With the road so clogged the going had been painfully slow. He was willing to try a different approach. “All right, Captain. Have the men—”
A face appeared suddenly among the line of fleeing people. A woman, pale skin, dark hair.
Bronwyn. 
Kendril blinked, his thoughts completely interrupted. He searched the train of refugees, but the familiar face was gone, vanished as soon as it had appeared.
“Sir?” said Beckett with a raised eyebrow. “Everything all right?”
Kendril rubbed the top of his wounded leg. He was seeing things, his eyes playing tricks on him. “I’m fine, Captain.” He looked out across the field. “Let’s go. The sooner we make Stockade, the better.”
Beckett gave a terse nod. “Aye sir.” He swung around and signaled to the other troopers.
Kendril peered into the crowd of fleeing people one last time, lingering doubts still shadowing his mind. Then he turned his horse and followed Beckett across the field. 
It was a muddy, uneven go, but at least here there was room to spread out and maneuver. The fifty troopers quickly formed into a line, pounding across the field towards the far ridgeline. 
Ahead the skyline glowed with the fire that was enveloping farmhouses and settlements. Kendril could only pray that those flames didn’t already include Stockade.
They kept riding hard. The hot breath of the horses steamed out into the cold air. The rain continued its steady, relentless drumbeat. 
“Almost there, sir,” Beckett called out.
The troopers began to ascend the long ridgeline. They passed an abandoned farmhouse. Ahead the sky glowed even more red and angry than before.
The top of the ridgeline came closer. Over the sound of the shrieking wind and pattering rain came what sounded like voices, wailing and shouting.
And gunfire. 
Kendril spurred his horse on faster. Wilkes was making pace right beside him. On the other side Beckett rode with an unusually grim look on his face.
They reached the top of the ridgeline. Kendril pulled up his horse, and held up his hand to halt the other troopers.
The panting, sweaty horses came to a halt in a ragged line. 
Beckett stared through the rain and darkness towards the north. “Great Eru in Pelos,” he whispered.
The palisade walls of Stockade were just visible in the distance, crowning the top of a wide hill. Flashes of gunfire sparkled from its battlements like enraged fireflies. Around the fortress was a seething mass of Jombard barbarians.
There were thousands of them.
Kendril glanced over at Wilkes.
The boy’s face was white in the darkness, his eyes wide.
A flash of cannon fire came from near the main gate of Stockade. A second or two later the roar of the shot came crashing over the fields.
Horns sounded in the night air. Over the chill wind came the sound of chanting voices intermixed with wailing and screaming.
Harnathu...Harnathu...Harnathu...
“There’s too many of them,” one of the troopers said with gasp. “Too bloody many.”
A murmur of agreement swept through the uneven ranks of the riders.
Kendril swung his horse around, looking at the dark line of horsemen. “We’re not going to attack them,” he said in a loud voice. “We’re going to punch through their lines.”
Another rider, a gray-haired tanner with a floppy hat on his head, spat into the mud of the field. “Begging your pardon, General, but there’s only fifty of us.”
Kendril flipped open the face grill of his lobster helmet. Rain dripped down onto his mud-splattered face. He looked from left to right across the row of men.
Another cannon shot sounded from the fort. The wailing increased. Something howled in a high, unearthly tone.
“Werewolves!” one of the riders cried out. “Did you hear? There’s more of them!”
Kendril scowled. “A werewolf bleeds just like a man. I’ve killed two of them with my own hand.”
“Maybe you have,” said an older, bearded farmer wearing an ill-fitting hauberk. “But the rest of us aren’t you.”
A nervous mumbling rippled through the line of riders.
“Order in the ranks!” Beckett thundered. “We’ll not have any insubordination here.”
“What the General’s asking is suicide,” the tanner said again. He pointed a shaky finger at the distant fort. “We can’t get through that. The Jombards will cut us to pieces.”
Kendril drew his rapier.
The murmuring and muttering ceased instantly.
Kendril held the blade out to one side. Rain dripped down the sharp steel. “You think those Jombards will stop at Stockade?”
No one spoke. Thunder rumbled off to the northwest. 
Kendril spurred his horse to the side, riding down the line of men. “You think you’ll be any safer back in Redemption?” He pulled his mount to a halt, and pointed his rapier out at the besieged fort. “Once those Jombards burn Stockade, they’re coming for Redemption. For your homes, your businesses.” He looked each rider in the face as he trotted his horse back down the line. “They will come for your wives and your children. We are the only hope that they have.”
“Then we should go back,” said a brave soul towards the back. “Defend Redemption.”
There was a subdued but definite chorus of agreement.
Beckett raised himself in his saddle, straining to see who had spoken.
“If we go back now,” Kendril said, his voice as cold and hard as iron, “then Redemption is already lost. We don’t have the men to defend the town.” He glanced back at Stockade. “We need those dragoons to man the town walls. We need the supplies and arms in that fort. And that’s where we’re going to go. We don’t have a choice.”
There was silence from the line of riders. The horses shuffled uneasily, snorting and pawing the field. The wind gusted heavily, slanting the driving rain almost sideways. 
“We can’t break the siege,” Kendril said after a moment. “But we can break through their lines. We have surprise and shock on our side. We will get to the gates, then get inside.”
“Then what?” said the bearded famer. “We’ll be trapped inside with the dragoons.”
“Then we take the dragoons and break back out.” Kendril swept his rapier back in the direction of Redemption. “We cut our way through to the town and make our stand there.”
“But what if the dragoons don’t open the gates for us?” came a shaking voice from the left of the line. 
“And what if there’s more of those werewolves?” a strong voice shouted from the back of the riders. “What do we do about them?”
“Here now,” Beckett started to say, his face tight with anger, “You—”
Kendril grabbed his lobster helmet and tore it off his head. Rain pounded down on his unprotected head. “You know my face,” he called out. “Now look at it!”
As if by some miracle of timing, lightning flashed at that exact moment. The red and twisting scars on Kendril’s face were clear for half a second. 
The men shifted uneasily in their saddles. A few glanced at each other. Others looked down at the ground. 
“I got these scars at Vorten!” Kendril yelled above the whistling wind and booming thunder. “When I destroyed the goddess Indigoru and closed the gate to the Void. Now I’m here, fighting for my country and my home.” He sheathed his rapier. “I will not see Redemption burn, not while I still draw breath.”
No one spoke. The rain increased even harder in tempo, drumming against the grass and mud of the field.
“If any of you want to turn tail and run back, go ahead.” Kendril turned his impatient horse around. “But as for me, I’ll cut my way through to Stockade, even if I have to do it alone.”
Lightning flashed across the field again, revealing each man’s face for a split second. 
“Who’s with me?” Kendril asked.
The distant sounds of chanting and screaming from the barbarians came again, blown on the wailing winds. 
Wilkes spurred his horse forward. “I’m with you, sir. Right to the end.”
Kendril nodded. “Good lad.”
The gray-haired tanner urged his horse forward a step too. “Regnuthu take it, I’m with you too. Show me which way to ride, General.”
“Me too,” came another voice. Another rider moved forward.
“And me.” A third rider trotted out.
There was a sudden explosion of voices. Almost as one, the horses of the riders moved forward. No one was left behind. 
Kendril gave a grim smile, even though the darkness hid it from his men. He lifted the heavy helmet back onto his head. Rain tinkled off the metal. “All right. Form a flying wedge formation, on me. We’re going to cut through those Jombards.”
Beckett barked out a few commands. 
The troopers quickly formed into a triangular shape, with Kendril at the head.
Beckett rode back up next to Kendril. He hunched his shoulders against the relentless wind. “Formed up, sir.”
Kendril nodded. “Follow my pace.”
Beckett pulled his horse in closer, and dropped his voice so that only Kendril could hear over the storm that raged about them. “Close run thing, sir.”
“That?” Kendril shook his head, responding in the same low voice. “That was nothing. Just wait until we get to Stockade.” He straightened in the saddle and looked behind him. “For Redemption!”
“For Redemption!” came the crashing reply from the troopers. 
Kendril kicked his horse into a light trot.
The other troopers followed suit. Beckett pulled his horse in next to Kendril’s. 
And in front of them, another unearthly howl rose above the screams and wails of the barbarians.
 
A wooden chair shattered through a window on the street twenty feet ahead of Joseph and Kara. It crashed into the boardwalk and splintered apart.
From inside, someone screamed.
Joseph grabbed Kara’s arm and pulled her into a nearby doorway. “Not that way,” he breathed.
Kara pushed herself up against the solid wooden door, trying to find whatever shelter she could in the slim doorway. She was absolutely drenched, her short red hair plastered to her skin and speckled with mud. 
Lightning and thunder boomed almost directly overhead. The sound of more breaking glass came from further down the street.
“We need to stay sharp,” Joseph said. He kept one hand firmly on the hilt of his rapier. “This town is coming apart at the seams. We’ll never find Kendril in all this.”
“We have to try,” Kara insisted. She glanced back down the street. “What about the alleyway there?”
Joseph gave the darkened side street a skeptical look. “All right,” he said at last. “But I go first.”
He pushed past Kara, and huddled his shoulders against the driving rain. 
A whistle sounded from somewhere up the street, followed by angry shouts.
Joseph ignored the commotion behind them. He stepped cautiously into the alley.
It was dark, and the mud was thicker here even than out on the street. Something small scurried away amongst a mound of foul-smelling garbage. The air was dank and sour. 
Kara coughed. She pulled her cloak up over her mouth and nose. 
Joseph took a deep breath, immediately regretting it. He stepped forward into the sucking mud.
They both ambled along the alley, practically feeling their way in the darkness. The opening to the next street loomed ahead of them. 
“Almost there,” Joseph said over his shoulder. “Just stay with me.”
Kara tightened her grip on the man’s hand. “I’m not going anywhere, even if—”
A dark, man-sized shape lunged out of the darkness to the left. 
Almost at the same moment another came out of a darkened doorway to the right.
Kara fell back and reached for the hilt of her dagger. She already knew there was no room in the alley to try for her bow, even if she had been able to see well enough to shoot.
Joseph’s rapier whispered out of its sheath.
There was a snarl, and a squishing of booted feet in mud.
Kara pulled her dagger loose. She strained to see in the darkness of the confined space. 
A strong hand gripped her wrist and twisted it hard.
Kara gave out a cry of pain. She dropped her weapon into the black morass of mud below. She could sense someone standing close beside her. The hot rancid breath in her face smelled of onions and whiskey. 
Something hummed through the air.
The man beside her in the dark gasped and fell back into the mud.
Kara grabbed her sore wrist. She crashed back into the side of one of the buildings. Rain pelted down onto her face.
A dull clang of steel echoed off the alley walls. Two shapes moved in the dark, quickly and confusingly. 
Kara reached for her bow, even though she knew it was almost useless.
There was another clang, then a soft sucking noise.
A man screamed in the dark. Something flopped down in the mud of the alley.
“Kara?” It was Joseph’s voice.
“Here,” she said. She relaxed her grip on the bow. 
A strong yet gentle hand came out of the darkness and grasped her arm.
“Come on,” Joseph said.
They moved forward, out of the alley and onto the boardwalk of the next street over. 
A steady stream of refugees was fleeing down the middle of the muddy avenue towards the causeway that led down to the harbor.
Joseph pulled Kara halfway down the street, then checked behind them to make sure that no one else emerged from the alleyway.
Kara melted back against the front of what looked to be a tobacco shop. She cradled her wrist.
“Are you all right?” Joseph glanced quickly in all directions as he spoke to her, searching for any threats. His rapier was out in his hand.
Kara nodded. “Fine. Just...surprised.” She glanced back at the entrance to the alley. “What exactly happened back in there?”
Joseph slowly lowered his rapier, but kept his eyes darting around. “Bandits, muggers. I don’t know, and I don’t care. The town’s falling apart, and things are getting worse by the minute.” He pulled out a handkerchief and wiped off the end of his rapier.
Kara felt her empty sheath. “I lost my dagger.”
Joseph gave the alley a weary glance. “We’ll never find it in there in the dark. Have to wait until morning.” He rubbed the rain out of his eyes. “Not that I’m exactly rearing to go back in there again.”
Kara nodded. ”No more alleys, I think.”
“I think that sounds good.” Joseph turned, but didn’t sheathe his rapier. He lowered his voice a bit. “Kara, we don’t have the slightest clue where Kendril might be in all of this. Every moment we’re here we’re in more danger.” He looked back through the wind-driven rain towards the crowded causeway that led back to the shore. “I think—” He gave an embarrassed shrug of his shoulder. “I think we might want to start getting out of here ourselves.”
Kara slumped back against the slimy wet wood of the store. She lowered her head, feeling the rain thrum against it repeatedly. A gust of wind caught her green cloak and made it flutter wildly. 
Joseph held out a hand. “Come on, Kara. We might still be able to find a ship out of here. Anywhere has to be better than here.”
“Kendril’s still here.” Kara raised her head, shuddering as the cold wind cut through her wet clothes. “I know he is. We can’t leave him, Joseph. He needs us.”
Joseph turned his eyes back to the street. He didn’t say anything.
Kara stepped out from the wall, and glanced around the street they were on. 
To the northeast, above the line of wooden buildings, rose the tall bell tower of the temple of Eru.
Kara stared at it, transfixed. Even in the darkness and with the rain hammering against its side, it looked exactly the same as it had in her dream. 
Joseph shook water off his hand. He shivered. “All right, Kara,” he said at last. “Where do we go from here?”
“There,” Kara said without thinking. She pointed up at the tall tower. “The temple.”
 



Chapter 16
 
It took agonizingly long to ride across the shallow valley.
The blowing wind and pelting rain were constant, and lashed the horses and men. Lightning flashed and thunder exploded overhead every few minutes. The storm had turned into an all-out gale. 
Everyone was soaked to the bone, and splattered in mud and filth. In the darkness it was almost impossible to see the ground ahead except in the brief flashes of lightning. The horses were nervous, and whinnied constantly. The riders were half-frozen. Ungloved hands shook so badly that many of the troopers had difficulty holding on to the reins. 
And ahead, always ahead, the great fortress of Stockade loomed on top of the hill. The chants and screams of the barbarians only grew louder as the under-strength cavalry troop approached. Occasionally the lone howl of something that was not human broke over the tumult and noise.
Even Kendril, who had killed two of the inhuman beasts, felt shivers go up and down his spine at the sound. 
The flash and roar of cannon fire came from the fort ahead. The chanting of the barbarians increased in ferocity.
Kendril gritted his teeth, keeping his eyes focused on the black ground just in front of him. Like the other troopers, he was sopping wet and shivering underneath his buff coat and steel armor. He wanted to kick his horse into a gallop, to draw his rapier and lead the charge. But he knew that he and Beckett’s troopers were still too far away from the barbarian lines to make an effective charge.
And so he and the other troopers continued to saunter forward at a maddeningly slow trot, the hooves of their horses clopping noisily into the sucking mud of the field. 
It was a long, wet, cold ride. Long enough for Kendril to second guess every decision he had made up to this point. What if they couldn’t break through to the gate? What if Yearling and his men refused to open the gates, or didn’t get them open in time? And even if they did, what if the dragoons refused to come back to Redemption?
And then, of course, they would have to break out of Stockade again. And that would not be nearly as easy as breaking in. The Jombards would be expecting it. All in all, it sounded more and more like a suicide run.
Kendril gave his head a fierce shake, trying to quiet the clamoring voices in his own mind. There was no choice. They needed these dragoons and the arms inside Stockade to defend Redemption. It was worth any and every risk. Even if he and the rest of Beckett’s men fell here—
Well, they might as well fall here as at Redemption. 
Kendril peered ahead into the darkness, trying to catch sight of something to fix his sight and mind on. Anything to take his thoughts away from his own self-doubt, not to mention the freezing rain and howling wind. 
Someone appeared just ahead, a figure materializing out of the darkness. A man on foot.
Kendril reached instantly for his sword. There was a chance it was a fleeing farmer or trapper, or perhaps even a lone dragoon, but the odds were far greater that it was a Jombard.
Lightning flashed. For a split-second it lit up the landscape in an eerie frozen whiteness.
Kendril’s heart leapt up into his throat.
The man in front of him was someone he knew. Atherton.
The flash of lightning faded and so did the figure. The landscape returned to the black, rain-soaked field, empty of any life. 
Kendril blinked the rain out of his eyes, trying to calm his racing heart. It was his mind playing tricks on him, that was all. Atherton was dead, long dead. 
Dead, because Kendril had killed him. Just like Celeste.
Thunder vibrated through the dark sky above, but Kendril hardly noticed it. The steel cuirass he wore felt suddenly impossibly heavy. He wanted to tear off his lobster helmet, to feel the wind and drenching rain on his face. The long rapier at his side, the magnificent gift that Jade had given him back in Balneth, felt like a betrayal. 
He had taken a vow. A vow of penance, a vow of redemption. Never to touch a woman, never to use a gentleman’s blade, and never to ride a horse until he had atoned for the sins of his past.
Sins like Atherton. And Celeste. 
A cutting sweep of wind brought stinging rain into Kendril’s eyes. The drops cut across his skin like shards of ice. His teeth chattered from the cold. 
What was he doing? This wasn’t him. He had broken his promise, broken his vow. He wasn’t Lord Ravenbrook. Not anymore.
“I am because I have to be!” Kendril shouted into the screaming wind. 
Wilkes, the rider closest on his left side, looked over at him in surprise. The roar of the storm had not quite covered Kendril’s words.
Kendril set his face and stared straight ahead, embarrassed by his outburst. 
He didn’t have a choice. Redemption needed Lord Ravenbrook. They needed a general, not a Ghostwalker. If he was going to save the town, if he was going to defeat the Jombards, he had to do it like this, whatever the cost might end up being. 
Even if it meant giving up his redemption. 
The ground started to gradually slope upwards. Ahead the sky beyond the edge of the hill still glowed orange and red. The Jombards were burning and destroying everything in their path.
The chanting and howling of the barbarians grew closer. The walls of Stockade loomed higher against the dark sky.
It was almost time.
Kendril drew his rapier, resisting the urge to draw one of his pistols. With the gusting wind and rain, a misfire would be almost inevitable if the weapon were exposed for more than second or two. 
The sound of drums and the tinny cry of horns sounded in the night. Ahead Kendril could make out the movement of hundreds of bodies in the dark. Probably more like thousands. 
Shock and speed. That’s what it came down to. Shock and speed.
Kendril kicked his horse forwards into a canter. 
Behind him the other riders followed, increasing the pace of their mounts. 
Kendril sucked in a breath, pushing his head down against the driving rain. He clenched his hand tight on the hilt of his rapier.
In the darkness and with the wailing wind and rain, the Jombards didn’t seem to notice the small force of fifty horsemen moving up the grassy slope towards them.
Kendril mentally judged the distance between himself and the line of barbarians. He forced himself to wait, checking the speed of his mount until he was within about a hundred yards of the enemy. 
Harnathu...Harnathu...Harnathu....
The chanting continued through the rain and darkness, coming from all sides at once. It was unnerving.
Kendril ground his teeth together. He counted down the seconds in his head. 
A howl echoed over the black hillside.
Kendril kicked his horse into a gallop. 
 
The temple was made of stone, one of the only buildings in all of Redemption not made of timber. Moss clung to its sides. Its bell tower thrust up into the black sky.
The front doors were closed. Kara went right up to them, and pounded hard on the heavy wood. 
There was no answer. 
Joseph glanced up at the stone building, still keeping half an eye on the street behind them. “You think Kendril is here?”
Kara didn’t bother trying to explain. She couldn’t even explain it to herself. She had a suspicion that trying to say what she was thinking out loud would not only sound ridiculous, but weaken her resolve. 
So instead, she kept pounding.
Joseph came up beside her, ducking under the scant shelter of the overhanging stone arch. “Kara? Talk to me. What’s this all about?”
“We need to get inside,” Kara said. She grabbed the handle and pulled. 
The door didn’t budge. It was locked.
“The priest’s probably already gone,” Joseph said. He looked back up the street towards the eastern wall. “I say we try near the gate. If Kendril’s going to be anywhere, he—”
“This is important,” Kara said. “We need to get inside.” She turned, the wind ruffling the hood that covered her head. “Joseph, please.”
The grizzled scout stared at her for a moment, then looked at the double doors. “These are probably bolted from the inside,” he said. “Won’t do us much good to try to break them down.” He pointed around the side of the temple. “There’s probably a side door.”
Kara didn’t wait for a second urging. She dashed down the slick steps of the temple, then rounded the corner. 
The side of the temple was an open space off the street. The sacrificial altar sat in the midst of a walled area, blackened from countless fires and offerings. 
Kara felt her way down the side of the temple in the dark, shuddering as the cold wind cut her. After a few seconds she felt the wet wood of a side door. She reached down, feeling a handle and metal lock.
“Are you going to tell me what it is you’re looking for?” Joseph asked drolly. He tensed for a moment as a rider went racing by on the street, splattering mud in his wake. “Or do you still think that Kendril’s inside?”
“My dream,” said Kara. “This temple was in my dream.” She fumbled inside her vest pocket for a moment, then withdrew her small lockpicking tools. 
Joseph stood close with his back to the wind, sheltering her from the worst of the rain. “This exact temple?” He glanced back at the street, his rapier still in hand. “Kara, every little town across Rothland has a temple just like this one. It’s nothing special.”
Kara didn’t bother to respond. She fished inside the lock with her tools, trying to go entirely by feel. With her fingers numb from the cold and soaked from the rain, it was far from an easy task. The wind that constantly battered her made hearing any small noises from the lock impossible as well. Fortunately, the lock was old and not complicated. Kara could probably have picked it in her sleep. 
Maklavir had never learned how to pick locks, she realized suddenly. She had almost forgotten about the cheery diplomat with everything that had happened since. The memory of his last moments onboard the merchant ship came flooding back to her. Where was he now? Had the pirates—?
She pushed the thoughts from her head. There was no time for that. Maklavir would be fine. It was Kendril who needed her help, even though she didn’t know quite how she knew that. She had to get this door open.
“Kara—?” Joseph said again.
The lock clicked, and the door pushed inwards.
Kara got up, shaking the rain off her cloak. “Come on.”
Joseph looked at the open door. “Breaking into a temple?” he said. “This is a new low, Kara.”
“It’s for a good cause,” Kara said. She slipped inside.
The temple was even plainer on the inside than it had been on the outside. There was a small altar of incense at the front of the central room, some prayer benches, and a brazier that was reduced to a few glowing coals. Some blue aromatic smoke still whiffed from the altar, bringing a heavy scent to the air. Chimes tinkled softly from somewhere near the front doors. 
Kara stepped into the worship area. She looked eagerly around the room, but her face quickly fell in disappointment. 
The temple appeared to be exactly what it looked like. An empty, hastily abandoned place of worship.
A muffled shout sounded from outside the temple walls, followed by the sound of more breaking glass. 
Joseph frowned. He kept an eye on the unlocked side door. “We should get going, Kara. There’s nothing in here.”
“I thought—” Kara started. She leaned against one of the stone pillars. Rain dripped off her soaked clothes onto the cool stone flagstones of the floor. “I guess I figured—” She lowered her head. “I’m an idiot.”
Joseph’s face softened. He put a hand on her shoulder. “You’re not an idiot, Kara. This is over all our heads.”
Kara sighed and looked up. Her eyes fell on a large bronze basin set against the far wall. “What’s that?”
Joseph snickered. “Wow. Been a while since you’ve been to prayer, huh?”
Kara gave him a cutting glance. “Not much use in a thief going to services, is there? Come on, Joseph. What is it?”
Joseph sheathed his rapier, though he still kept watch on the side door. “It’s just a wash basin. The priests use it to wash their hands before offering the sacrifices.”
“A wash basin,” Kara murmured. Before she even realized what she was doing, she crossed the floor to the bowl. 
Water shimmered inside. 
Joseph chuckled. “There’s nothing special about it, Kara. Sure, some of the back country priests sometimes sell it as holy water to suspicious peasants, but believe me when I say that it’s just water.” He crossed his arms and gave a good-natured grin. “That’s over three years of seminary training talking.”
Kara stared at the water, mesmerized. The image of the bell tower from her dream came back to her once again, with the water cascading from the top.
The water....
Kara snatched her canteen from her belt and unscrewed the lid.
Joseph watched her, perplexed. “What on Zanthora—?”
“This water is important,” Kara said. She dumped out the old water in the canteen on the stone floor of the temple. “Don’t ask me how I know. I’m not even sure myself.” She dunked the canteen into the basin. Bubbles erupted to the surface as it filled.
“Kara,” said Joseph softly, “I know you’ve been through a lot—”
“My vision,” Kara said, watching as her canteen filled all the way, “it showed water from the temple here in Redemption. Water that was hurting a giant wolf—” She stopped talking, suddenly realizing how foolish she sounded.
Joseph cocked his head. “Giant...wolf?” He cleared his throat. “Kara, I already told you, there’s nothing special about that water. Tuldor’s beard, it’s the same water that the townsfolk get out of the nearest well—”
Kara pulled the canteen out. She began to screw the lid back on. “I don’t understand it either. And I know it sounds stupid.” She turned around to face him. “I’m asking you to trust me, Jos—”
Joseph saw the expression on her face. He drew his rapier in a flash and spun around.
“I didn’t expect to see either of you two again,” said Tomas calmly. He stood in the shadow of a pillar near the side door of the temple, the black hood of his cloak over his face.
Joseph lowered his rapier a little. “Tomas...? Is that you?”
Kara exhaled. “I thought you were—” She looked at the man’s black cloak and gloves, “well, Kendril.”
“Kendril’s not wearing the uniform of our Order anymore,” Tomas said stiffly. He stayed in the shadows by the door, his gaze entirely on Kara. “He’s Lord Ravenbrook now. General of the Redemption militia.”
Joseph slowly sheathed his weapon. “He...finally paid his penance?”
“I didn’t say that,” Tomas returned quickly. His eyes didn’t move off of Kara. 
“Please,” said Kara. She latched the canteen back onto her belt and took a step forward. “Do you know where he is? We have to find him.”
“Lord Ravenbrook is riding to Stockade,” Tomas said. His voice seemed strangely chilled. “I stayed behind here to do what I could in the town.” He paused. “I never dreamt I’d see either of you here, of all places.” He stared even harder at Kara. “Especially you.”
Joseph looked closely at Tomas’ shadowy form. “Kara was in a coma after Vorten,” he said slowly. “She only recovered after the last shard of the Soulbinder was removed from her. It almost killed her.”
Tomas didn’t say anything.
Kara gave an embarrassed smile. “My chest still hurts,” she said. “It’s hard to draw back a bow.” She glanced down at the floor. “And the nightmares....”
“I see,” said Tomas. His voice was strangely cold, emotionless.
Joseph looked at Tomas very closely. Slowly, almost nonchalantly, he put a hand back on the hilt of his rapier. “It’s good to see you again, Tomas,” he said. “Why don’t you step out of the shadows?”
Tomas glanced over at Joseph for the first time. “She should not be alive, Joseph. We thought she was dead after Vorten.”
Kara’s face wrinkled in confusion. “What are you talking about? Who thought I was dead?”
“Kendril should have told us,” Tomas said again. His body was as still as a statue.
“Kendril doesn’t know,” Joseph said coolly. “We haven’t seen him since Vorten.” He stepped deliberately between Tomas and Kara. “Why don’t you tell us what’s going on. Tomas?”
“I’ve already disobeyed a direct order once today,” Tomas said between his teeth, “but I can’t stand by for this. It goes against everything we Ghostwalkers stand for.”
The first sign of real concern appeared on Kara’s face. “Can’t stand for what? What are you talking about, Tomas?”
“Step away from her, Joseph,” Tomas said.
Joseph kept his hand on his rapier, but didn’t draw it. “Not going to happen.”
Kara’s gaze flashed back and forth between the two men. “What is going on here? Why—?”
Tomas lifted a hand crossbow out of the folds of his cloak.
Joseph’s rapier blurred out of its sheath. 
Kara gaped at both men.
“She’s compromised, Joseph.” Tomas kept his hand crossbow pointed at Kara. “She’s been dominated by the Seteru.”
“I know,” said Joseph in a quiet voice. “I saw the whole thing, remember?”
“Then you’ll know that she can’t be allowed to live.” Tomas took a step forward. The flickering orange light from the brazier spilled across his hooded face, giving him a demonic look. “I don’t have a choice.”
Joseph stepped in the path of the crossbow. “There’s always a choice.” He lifted the tip of his rapier. “I’ve been with Kara for over a month now. The taint of the Seteru is gone.”
“And yet she still has nightmares,” Tomas said. His crossbow didn’t waver. “Do you understand how the Seteru work, Joseph? She was a conduit for them once. Are you willing to risk all our lives on the chance that she could never become one again?”
“I understand how murder works,” Joseph said. He glanced at the weapon in Tomas’ outstretched hand. “If you’re going to shoot that thing, you’d best shoot me first. Because if you so much as scratch Kara, I swear by everything holy that I will end you here and now.”
“If that’s the way you want to play it.” Tomas pointed the crossbow directly at Joseph’s head. 
 
The first Jombard was just turning around when Kendril’s rapier caught him in the face. 
Kendril’s horse crashed through two more Jombards as he wrenched his rapier free of the first man’s head. 
The two barbarians shouted in surprise, grabbing spears and raising their shields.
Kendril barely had time to swing his bloodied rapier at one of the two warriors as he barreled by them. 
The razor-sharp edge caught the man right across the mouth before he could cover his head with his shield. The blade tore open his face like ripe fruit. 
Even at a full gallop, the Jombards hadn’t heard Kendril and the other troopers over the sounds of battle and the raging storm until the last moment. Now fifty horsemen were crashing into the barbarian line just outside Stockade’s southern gate. 
The second barbarian raised his spear to throw.
Kendril turned his horse. He tore loose his rapier for another strike.
Beckett came out of the darkness with a roar. His sword hammered down onto the barbarian’s head. The blade didn’t stop until it was well past the man’s shoulders. 
A cheer exploded from the arriving cavalry, intermingled with the firing of a couple of pistols, the screams of startled barbarians, and the wild neighing of horses. 
Kendril kicked another barbarian in the face with his heavy boot.
The warrior tumbled back into the grass, his nose a bloody mess. 
Leaning over the other side of his mount, Kendril swiped his blade down on a nearly naked Jombard warrior. 
The man screamed as the Balneth steel cut into his unprotected flesh.
“For Redemption!” Kendril shouted. His voice was almost lost in the shrieking wind, but the call was repeated by at least a dozen other voices. 
From behind somewhere came the strident call of a bugle. 
Kendril swung his rapier around and looked quickly to his right and left. 
The troopers were chopping through the startled Jombards. Already dozens of the enemy had fallen dead.
But dozens hardly mattered when there were thousands of Jombards surrounding the fort. Kendril and his men needed to get into Stockade fast, or they would be overwhelmed within minutes.
Kendril spurred his horse forward, trampling over another hapless Jombard.
The palisade wall of Stockade rose above them. The gate was shut fast.
A howl came from somewhere to the east. An answering howl sounded from the opposite side of the fortress.
“Open the gate!” Kendril bellowed up at the wall. “Open it now!” 
A barbarian came screaming out of the darkness towards him, an axe held over his head.
Kendril fished inside one of his holsters and drew a flintlock pistol. He cocked back the hammer while shielding the frizzen with his hand.
The barbarian roared a war cry.
Kendril fired.
Miraculously, the flint ignited on the pan despite the rain. The barrel of the pistol exploded out in a shower of sparks and flash of light. 
The pistol bullet caught the Jombard in the head at almost point blank range. His war cry ceased abruptly. He toppled back to the muddy ground. 
Kendril lifted his smoking pistol, then swung his sword down at another approaching Jombard. 
The blade of his rapier laid open the warrior’s arm. Screaming curses in his own tongue, the Jombard tumbled backwards.
They couldn’t last long like this. The surprise and shock of the initial cavalry charge was already spent. At this point, every second counted.
Kendril whipped his rapier over his head, then pulled his horse towards the gates of the fortress. “Riders! To me!”
The troopers began to close in on the gates, still hacking and fighting their way furiously through the horde of barbarians. 
More inhuman howls came from both sides. 
Kendril rode his horse right in front of the closed gates. “This is Lord Ravenbrook!” he yelled on the top of his lungs. “Open the gates or we’re all going to die!”
As if to punctuate his words, a flashing bolt of lightning lit up the landscape for a moment, followed almost immediately by a massive barrage of thunder that shook the ground.
Kendril dismounted. He ran through the mud and blood-soaked grass, right up to the gate itself. He slammed the hilt of his rapier repeatedly on the solid wood. “For the love of Eru! Open now!”
He had killed them all. Yearling wasn’t going to open the gate. The Jombards were already surrounding the troopers. It would be a massacre.
And it was all Kendril’s fault.
 Just like Celeste. Just like Atherton.
“Sir!” Wilkes came riding up behind Kendril. His sword hissed through the air.
A Jombard that had been sneaking up behind Kendril fell to the ground, his skull split by Wilkes’ heavy blade.
Kendril glanced over his shoulder, but didn’t stop banging with his rapier.
Wilkes turned his mount, guarding Kendril’s back. 
Another long howl sounded, closer this time. The chanting of the barbarians drowned out even the pounding rain.
Beckett rode up beside Wilkes. He smeared blood and mud off his face with the sopping wet sleeve of his buff coat. “General! We can’t—”
A crack appeared suddenly in the huge gate. The doors began to swing inwards, slowly but surely. 
Kendril swung his sword forward, looking back at Beckett. “Get inside! Get all the men inside!”
Beckett didn’t hesitate. He pulled his horse around. “Riders! Into Stockade. Go!”
Four dragoons came running out of the open gate. Swords were in their hands.
Kendril dashed back to his horse. He swatted the side of Wilkes’ horse. “Get in there, right now. That’s an order!”
“But—” the boy started to say in protest. 
“Now,” Kendril repeated. He smacked the horse’s flank harder, and the beast reared forward. He turned around, only to catch the full force of the wind and stinging rain in his face.
A stream of soaked, bloodied and bruised troopers began to pour through the open gates of the fortress.
Kendril hoisted himself back onto his horse. He pulled the frightened beast around.
A half-dozen Jombards were between him and the gate. 
 



Chapter 17
 
“This is crazy.” Kara stepped up beside Joseph. “It’s me, Tomas. Indigoru is gone for good.”
“You don’t know that,” Tomas said evenly. He shifted his eyes to Kara but kept the crossbow pointed at Joseph. “If the goddess returns, then you are a greater threat to Redemption than all the Jombards in Jothland combined.”
“She won’t return.” Joseph glared at Tomas. “I told you, we removed the last shards of the Soulbinder. Kara is well again.”
“None of us have even an inkling of how a Soulbinder works,” Tomas said testily. “Not even me, and I’ve actually studied the things of the Void. If Indigoru returns again—”
“If she does,” Kara said, “then you can kill me then. That sounds fair enough, doesn’t it?”
Tomas flared his nostrils. “There’s no telling how much time any of us might have if that were to happen.”
“So what are you going to do, Tomas?” Joseph took a step forward. “Are you really going to kill an innocent woman because of something you yourself say you don’t understand?”
“None of us are innocent,” Tomas said, his eyes narrowing.
“What about me?” Joseph asked with a raised eyebrow. “Are you going to kill me, too?”
Tomas didn’t say anything. He kept his hand crossbow pointed at Joseph. 
Joseph pointed back towards the bolted front doors of the church. “Listen to what’s happening out there. The town’s close to complete chaos.”
“Trust me,” said Tomas with a glowering look, “I’ve gotten a close-look on what’s going on out there.”
“Then you should know that us fighting among ourselves isn’t going to solve anything,” Joseph said. He stopped, then slowly sheathed his rapier. “I’ve been with Kara for over a month. I haven’t seen any sign of taint in her, no resurgence of the Seteru’s dominance.” He gave Tomas a piercing look. “I can’t promise you that Indigoru will never come back. None of us can. But if you kill her right now, you’ll be murdering a woman in cold blood. That can’t exactly help to pay your penance, can it?”
Tomas’ eyes flashed angrily. “You really don’t have the slightest clue what it is that we Ghostwalkers actually do, do you?” His eyes switched to Kara. “Believe me, I’ve done far dirtier deeds and bone-chilling acts since I became a Ghostwalker than I ever did before.”
“That’s horrible,” Kara whispered.
“The powers of the Void don’t play nice,” Tomas said bluntly. “And neither can we. Ask your friend Kendril about it sometime. I’m sure he’d have some stories to tell you that might open your eyes a little.”
Kara looked away. “I don’t think I want to. Some things are best left unknown.”
“Well if Kendril were here, he’d be on my side.” Tomas flexed his fingers around the handle of the crossbow. “I’m sorry, Kara. I really am.”
“Kara had a vision about Kendril,” Joseph said suddenly. “It’s the reason that we’re here in Redemption. She saw this town burning. She saw him in danger, closer to death.” He looked back at Kara, lowering his voice. “She’s...been right before about these things, Tomas. Her nightmares and visions have proven prophetic.” He glanced back at the Ghostwalker. “We need to find Kendril, or he might die. That’s the truth. That’s why we’re here.”
Tomas switched his gaze back and forth between Kara and Joseph.
“Please, Tomas,” Kara said, her voice quiet against the backdrop of rain hammering on the temple’s roof. “This is important.”
Several long seconds passed. No one moved.
Finally, slowly, Tomas lifted his hand crossbow until it was pointed up at the ceiling. “Tell me about this dream,” he said.
 
Kendril kicked his horse forward with a yell. 
The Jombards scattered to either side. They were painted and tattooed in blue, wearing simple cotton trousers and tunics. Two had wicker shields. 
One of the Jombards hurled a javelin at Kendril as he charged forward.
Kendril kept his horse racing forward across the mud-slick ground. The hooves of the beast churned up dirt and grass amid the drenching downpour.
The javelin banged off Kendril’s lobster helm. He saw white spots across his vision for a moment. The taste of blood filled his mouth. 
The Jombards yelled. Two of them came forward, raising their crude weapons.
Kendril’s horse ploughed into one of them. The weight of the charging horse knocked the man bodily back onto the ground, though the stamping mount was careful not to step on him.
Kendril leaned down in the saddle and thrust the tip of his rapier into the neck of the second man. 
It was a good, clean hit, considering the speed of the horse, the rain and the darkness. That, and also considering that it had been years since Kendril had last rode a horse. Not to mention his throbbing thigh. And the fact that he hadn’t had any coffee in about six hours. 
Another of the Jombards screamed a war cry.
Kendril didn’t bother to vocalize much of anything. He turned in the saddle, stabbing and swiping with his rapier. 
Two more Jombards went down to the Balneth steel blade as it sliced through the air. 
Another Jombard twisted back his arm to hurl a throwing axe.
Kendril’s horse whinnied and reared it up. It lashed out both hooves and caught the Jombard in the face and chest.
Kendril barely managed to hold on. 
The horse crashed back down again onto all fours.
Kendril readied his rapier for one last blow. His arm ached, and his head pounded from the javelin hit.
The last Jombard was scurrying away in the dark. 
Kendril killed one of the fallen Jombards as the man tried to rise back to his feet, then turned back to look at the gates of Stockade.
The last dozen troopers were riding into the fortress. Behind them the dragoons were holding back some of the pursuing Jombards. From the wall above came sporadic carbine shots.
Kendril had to move quickly, or he risked being trapped outside the fortress walls. He started to turn his horse.
He saw something out of the corner of his eye. A reddish glow. No, not a glow. It was a pulsing aura, red like blood, but somehow giving hardly any light. 
Kendril’s stomach twisted. He had seen that peculiar aura before. He snapped his head around.
A huge Jombard, dressed in the ornate jewelry and armor of a high chieftain, came walking casually across the muddy grass. An impossibly huge longsword was in his hand. His hair was braided into a topknot, and unlike most of the Jombard men, his face was clean-shaven.
But what riveted Kendril’s gaze was the throbbing Soulbinder that hung around the man’s neck.
A Soulbinder? How was it possible? How could—?
“Demonbane!” the Jombard cried. He raised his longsword with a wolfish grin. “I challenge you to face me. I am the Great Fang, favored of Harnathu. My sword longs for your blood. Face me!”
Kendril glanced quickly behind him. 
The gate of Stockade was swinging shut again. Captain Beckett was on foot by the doors, waving frantically to Kendril. 
Kendril turned his gaze back on the massive Jombard chieftain. 
“Come, little man,” the Great Fang said tauntingly. “You are not afraid, are you? Prove yourself in battle.”
“Some other time,” Kendril said. He turned his mount around and galloped for the gate. 
He barely made it inside the doors before they slammed shut. The dragoons manning the gate barred and locked them immediately. 
From outside the walls came more howls, some of them quite human, as well as the sounds of horns blowing and drums beating.
Kendril looked around him.
About forty of his riders had made it inside the fortress alive. It was a good ratio, considering the odds that had been against them. 
Captain Beckett came running up to Kendril. “Are you all right, sir?”
“Fine,” Kendril responded brusquely. He sheathed his rapier. “Take a squad and get to the armory. Get pistols and swords for the men, and anything else you can carry. Break down the door if you have to. Don’t let anyone get in your way.”
Beckett gave smart salute and an impish grin. “Aye, sir.”
Kendril tossed his bridle to Wilkes and jumped down off his horse. He went up to one of the dragoons near the gate. “Where’s Yearling?”
“Badly wounded, sir.” The dragoon nodded towards the low squat building that was Stockade’s hospital. “It doesn’t look like he’ll last the night.”
“Who’s in charge?”
The dragoon pointed towards an approaching figure. “Captain Markus, sir.”
Kendril nodded. “All right, then.” He looked back at the troopers, many of whom were already dismounted. “See to my men and their horses, will you?”
Kendril started to turn away, then looked back curiously at the dragoon. “You’re sure you’re not going to arrest me or shoot me? I think I’d rather know now.”
The dragoon gave an exhausted smile. “Lord Ravenbrook, I don’t know what all was said between you and Yearling, but I think you’ll find that those of us that are left are just happy to see any face that isn’t a blooming Jombard.”
Kendril smirked, and clapped the man on the shoulder. “Good enough.” He turned to the approaching man. “Captain Markus, I presume?” He extended a hand.
Markus, an older dragoon with a tangle of dark hair and a thick mustache, took it. “Lord Ravenbrook. I have to admit, sir, I did not expect to see you again in this lifetime.”
“I’m not staying long,” Kendril said. “How many mounts do you have for your men?”
Markus lowered his bushy eyebrows. “Enough, I suppose. At least for those still healthy enough to ride. Most of the dragoons who managed to retreat back to Stockade had their nags with them.”
“Good.” Kendril looked up as a chilling howl rose somewhere beyond the battlements. “We have to go. Everyone who can ride. We’ll take what we can, then cut our way out of here.”
“We have wounded, sir,” said Markus slowly. “Including Colonel Yearling. If we leave them behind—”
“If they can ride, then we’ll bring them.” Kendril glanced over at the eastern gate. “Otherwise we’ll have to leave them.”
Markus took a step back. “That’s a death sentence for them, sir. We can’t just abandon them to their fate.”
Kendril took a breath. “How many men do you have here, Captain?”
Markus paused for a moment. “About two hundred-fifty, give or take. Not even a quarter of the regiment.”
“Have you peeked over that wall lately, Captain?” Kendril pointed at the dark palisade structure. “Because there are thousands of Jombards about a hundred yards away from us.”
“With respect, sir,” said Markus as he rolled his shoulders back. “You don’t need to lecture me on—”
“Actually,” said Kendril, “I think I do. Stockade is nothing. It will fall sooner or later, and when it does, everyone inside here will be killed anyway. Meanwhile Redemption is virtually defenseless. Your two hundred-fifty dragoons could mean the difference between holding the walls there and watching every person in the town get butchered before daybreak.”
“But General,” said Markus, “we can’t just abandon Stockade. We would never—”
“You can and you will,” Kendril said abruptly. “We don’t have a choice. If we stay holed up in here then the Jombards have already won. Think, Captain. It doesn’t matter if we save the fort but lose the town.”
“Yearling told me that you had been replaced, sir.” Markus eyed Kendril carefully. “That the mayor of Redemption had removed you from your position.”
“The mayor is dead.” Kendril looked back at the simmering eastern sky. “And we will be too if we don’t move. Every moment we stay here gives the Jombards more time to consolidate.”
“Forty-seven men,” Markus said quietly. “That’s how many men I have in hospital right now, sir. Forty-seven. If we abandon this fort then they’re all dead. At least the ones not well enough to ride.”
Kendril looked at Markus for a long moment. “I know, Captain.”
Markus took off his hat and ran a gloved hand through his tousled hair. “Eru, I wish I was back on the bloody Wall.”
Kendril pulled off his lobster helm and cradled it under one arm. The steady downpour began to wash away the mud and blood off his face. “Technically I’m the ranking officer here, Markus, even though I’m militia. I could make it an order if you like.”
Markus recovered himself. He replaced his hat against the rain. “I...think I’d like that order in writing, General.”
Kendril nodded. “Understood.” He rubbed a hand across his face, smearing away some of the slime. “You have ten minutes, Captain. Gather your men. Take whatever arms and equipment you can carry. Destroy whatever you can’t.”
Captain Markus saluted. “Yes, sir.” He lowered his arm. “I hope you know what you’re bloody well doing, General.”
“So do I,” Kendril said softly.
 
“Tomas.” Olan turned from the dirt-stained window. “About time. Where the devil have you been?”
“Busy.” Tomas stepped into the dusty room of the abandoned tanning house. “Things are coming apart out there, you know.”
Renaald gave a snort from where he stood near the wall. 
Over by a side door, Callen lounged against an empty crate. He sipped water from a canteen. 
“Did you take care of Kendril?” Olan asked.
“No.” Tomas pulled down his soaked hood.
Olan straightened. “Explain yourself.”
“If you’ll hear me out, Commander,” Tomas said carefully, “I believe we have bigger problems here in Redemption than Kendril.”
Lightning flashed, lighting up the windows of the building. 
Olan’s face was set into a bestial snarl. “Talk fast, Tomas.”
Thunder rolled overhead in the night sky.
Tomas stood by the door, rain dripping off his black cloak and onto the grimy floorboards of the room. “I found someone that I think you should hear from.” He turned and gestured towards the doorway.
Two figures, one cloaked and hooded in green, the other wearing a greatcoat and broad-brimmed hat, entered the room.
Renaald straightened and put a hand on his rapier.
“What is the meaning of this, Tomas?” Olan asked in a dangerously quiet voice. “Have you turned against the Order, too?”
“Hardly,” said Tomas. He looked back over at Joseph and Kara.
Joseph stepped forward, keeping his hand well away from the hilt of his rapier. “Greetings, Olan, Callen.” He looked sharply at Renaald, then over at where Yvonne stood by the window. “I don’t think I’ve had the privilege of meeting all your associates.”
Yvonne gave a slow nod. “I am Yvonne. That is Renaald. You already seem to know the rest of us.” She arched an eyebrow. “Might we have your name?”
“This is Joseph,” Tomas said hurriedly. “He helped us fight the Seteru in Vorten.”
Yvonne bowed. “Well met.”
Joseph bowed in return. “And you.”
Olan narrowed his gaze at the cloaked woman in the shadows behind Tomas. “And who is your other friend?”
Kara stepped forward before Tomas could answer. She lowered her dripping hood, revealing her beautiful face and short red hair.
The Ghostwalkers moved at once. Olan and Renaald both drew their swords. Callen jumped up and backed against the wall. Yvonne turned and took in a sharp hiss of breath.
“Well,” said Kara, her voice heavy with sarcasm, “it’s nice to see you all too.”
“Are you mad, bringing her here? How is she even still alive?” Olan stepped forward, his blade still out.
Joseph put a hand on the hilt of his rapier, ready to draw it.
Tomas stepped quickly between Olan and Kara. “Peace,” he said with both hands raised. “I brought her here for a reason.”
“You should have killed her.” Yvonne stared dispassionately at Kara. The twisting scar on the Ghostwalker’s face made her seem strangely monstrous in the half-light of the room.
“Tomas,” Joseph said in a hoarse whisper. He kept his hand on his rapier.
“It’s true,” Tomas said, his hands still raised. “Kara touched the Soulbinder in Vorten. She was possessed by the goddess Indigoru for a short time.”
Kara crossed her arms. “Thanks, Tomas. That’s a really convincing start there.”
“It’s too dangerous to allow her to live,” Olan said. His gaze was fixed solidly on Kara.
“And it might be just as dangerous to kill her,” Tomas said. His eyes watched Olan and Renaald closely. “Please, Commander. Allow me a moment to explain.”
“What is there to explain?” Olan looked over at Tomas for a brief moment. “If she was possessed once, she could be possessed again. If that happens—”
“Yeah, if that happens then you’re all in a heap of trouble.” Kara pushed past a startled Tomas and Joseph, and stepped right up to Olan. “But it’s not going to happen, and we’ve got a much bigger problem than that.”
“Kara,” Joseph whispered. He reached for her arm to pull her back.
Kara shook him off, her gaze still on Olan. “I’ve had dreams, visions. They’ve all led me to this place, tonight.” She looked over at the other Ghostwalkers. “Something terrible will happen here if we don’t intervene. Kendril will die.”
Olan gave a derisive snort. “Sounds good to me.”
Joseph glanced over at Tomas. “How in Zanthora did this guy become a commander?”
Olan’s face twisted in anger.
“I know you and Kendril have...issues,” said Kara. She lightly pushed the tip of Olan’s sword away. “But you have to believe me when I tell you that Kendril is the key to everything. If he dies, then the Seteru will win.”
“So,” said Olan with a sneer, “now you want us to believe that Kendril is some kind of ‘chosen one’? You’ll forgive me if I remain skeptical.”
“I have to admit, Kara,” said Joseph in his soft drawl, “I’m a little skeptical on that last one too.”
“The Guardian appeared to him first,” Kara said. “He was the one who first tracked down the Soulbinder. He was the one who shut the gate to the Void in Vorten. He was the one who banished Indigoru. Twice.”
“It’s funny that we should come back to Indigoru again,” Olan said ominously. “Because you still haven’t shown us that you can be trusted.”
“I won’t deny it,” Kara said fearlessly. “I had Indigoru in my head. I saw what she saw, watched what she did and couldn’t stop her. That’s why you can believe me. I’m the only person in this room who has had contact with the Seteru. I’m the only one who has known what they know.” She cast her gaze over the Ghostwalkers who faced her. “And I know this. The Seteru are afraid of Kendril.”
The room was silence except for the sluicing rain against the windows. 
“You’ve heard it from her own mouth,” Renaald said. He stepped forward. “She’s had the demon in her head. She’s not—”
“Shut up, Renaald,” Olan snarled.
Surprised, Renaald faltered mid-step.
Olan glanced back at Yvonne.
The female Ghostwalker had her arms crossed. She looked at Kara intently. “Our orders on this matter are clear, Olan.”
“I know. We should kill her now.” Olan looked back at Kara. He took a step back, then slowly sheathed his sword. “The problem is, I believe her.”
Yvonne made a tight line with her mouth. “Are you sure that’s wise?”
“No,” said Olan. He looked over at Renaald. “Put your sword away, Renaald. That’s an order.”
Still glaring hard at Kara, Renaald put up his rapier. 
“Kendril betrayed out Order,” Olan said stiffly, looking back at Kara. “He’s gone rogue. I can’t—”
“I know what I know,” Kara interrupted. “And I don’t really care about your little Order and its rules. This bad blood between you and Kendril isn’t my problem. But if you really want him dead, then just sit by and do nothing. I’ve seen it in my visions. He dies here in Redemption if we don’t help him.”
Olan glowered at Kara, but didn’t say anything.
“It gets worse,” Kara said softly.
Yvonne kept her arms crossed. “How?”
“My dreams are hard to interpret, hard to understand,” said Kara with a frown. She bit her lip, knowing that every eye in the room was on her. “But from what I’ve seen...I think it’s clear that—” She hesitated.
“Tell them, Kara,” said Tomas quietly.
Yvonne raised an eyebrow expectantly. 
“One of the Seteru is coming to Redemption,” Kara said.
 
After the tumult of the last few days, the blockhouse was eerily quiet. 
Kendril stepped down the dark hallway and into what had once been his office. The maps and charts that had been spread out for Yearling and his officers were still there. Most of the flags and markers had not been updated.
Rain pattered gently against the window of the room. The storm was beginning to abate. The thunder, when it came, was rumbling further and further off. The rain had slowed to a gentle drizzle. The wind was coming now in short, strong gusts with gentle lulls between. 
War, unfortunately, didn’t take its cues from the weather. Kendril had not doubt that the worst part of the evening was still ahead of him.
His eyes burned, both from lack of sleep and all the mud and blood that splashed his face during the ride and combat before the gate. The side of his head ached where the javelin had struck his helmet. He probably had a nasty bruise forming there, but there hadn’t been a chance to check it. 
To add injury to injury, Kendril’s month-old thigh wound was acting up again, throbbing with searing stabs of heat. It was all he could do not to limp or groan in pain around the other men. He must have wrenched his leg sometime during the ride or the fighting.
Kendril lowered himself to his knees, allowing himself a grunt as he did. He opened the heavy chest in front of him that still held the last bit of the personal belongings he had brought to Stockade. 
There was no time to take the whole thing. Kendril had perhaps five minutes before the cavalry and dragoons would be ready to ride. 
He reached into the chest, rummaging around until he found what he was looking for. He pulled out a pair of oddly-shaped pistols. They were souvenirs, mostly. Trophies. In all the weeks of fighting he hadn’t used them yet, preferring the reliability of his dueling flintlocks. 
But now seemed like as good a time as any.
“You’re going to let them get killed, aren’t you?”
Kendril snapped his head to the left at the words. He reached for the handle of one of his pistols. 
Atherton leaned against the entrance of the room. “All those men. You’re going to leave them to die. Just like me.”
Kendril blinked hard, his heart fluttering.
Atherton was gone. 
He had never been there to begin with. The man had been dead for years. Dead.
Kendril swallowed, clearing his mind and steadying his nerves. He must be more tired than he thought. He was seeing things more and more.
And what about the Soulbinder? Had he imagined that too?
The front door of the blockhouse opened and slammed shut again. “General?”
“Here, Captain.” Kendril stood, shaking off the last of his jitters. He checked the pistols quickly in the half-light. Fortunately, even though he had not had the opportunity to use them, he had still loaded both of the weapons. 
First rule for a soldier. Trust in Eru and keep your guns loaded. 
Beckett appeared in the doorway, his coonskin cap pushed back on his head. “The men are ready, sir.” He looked down at the odd pistols in Kendril’s hands. “What the devil are those, sir?”
Kendril tucked both weapons into his belt. “Insurance. I have a feeling we’re going to need it.”
Beckett grunted. “It’ll definitely be harder getting out of here than it was getting in, sir.”
Kendril nodded, his thoughts elsewhere. “Beckett—”
The captain raised himself to his full height. “Sir.”
Kendril hesitated. 
He wanted to tell Beckett about the Soulbinder he had seen, but it suddenly occurred to him that Beckett probably had no idea what a Soulbinder actually was, much less the significance of one hanging off the neck of a Jombard chieftain. For that matter, Kendril couldn’t help but wonder if the Great Fang himself knew exactly what he had. 
And what good would it do to spread potential panic through the ranks of men at this point? They were already outnumbered, faced with a monstrously difficult task of breaking out of Stockade, and were most likely going to be facing werewolves. 
Beckett continued to look at him expectantly. “Sir?”
Kendril forced himself to smile. “Just be careful, Captain. I need you alive and in one piece when we get back to Redemption.”
Beckett grinned. “Understood, sir. Though I was thinking of skinning one of those werewolves and making a new hat out of it.” He touched the fur cap on his head. “I am fond of the coon skin, though.”
“Nothing says you can’t wear both,” Kendril said. He stepped past Beckett into the hallway. “Alternate days.”
“Sounds good, sir.” Beckett stepped in line behind his commander. He voice became suddenly more serious. “You think we actually have a chance, sir? To make it out of here in one piece?”
Kendril headed for the door that led out onto the parade ground. “We’d better. Because if we don’t, everyone in Redemption is as good as dead.”
 



Chapter 18
 
A bare minimum number of dragoons manned the walls, firing their carbines over the sides at the massed Jombards beneath. Arrows and javelins occasionally came hissing over the top of the palisade wall. The relentless chanting and wailing of the barbarian army filled the air. Severe pounding rattled the gates that faced east out of Stockade. Intermingled with the human voices of the Jombards were the chilling howls of werewolves.
Kendril took it all in a heartbeat. He stood on the steps leading up to the blockhouse, his eyes sweeping the yard of the fort. 
Beckett’s troop was mounted and ready to ride. They were bloody, bruised, and many were wounded, but there was a grin determination on their faces.
Behind them, and filling the parade ground, were the dragoons. Most were still getting their nags ready, or checking equipment and carbines. Two wagons had been brought out by the mess hall, and were being loaded with supplies. Captain Markus moved among the men personally, issuing orders and dropping words of encouragement. 
Even so, the dragoons wore fatigued and defeated expressions. In the last six hours they had been beaten at the Wall they were supposed to defend with their lives, watched many of their friends and colleagues get killed in the process, and had been pushed back to Stockade. And now they were in a headlong retreat for Redemption.
And regardless of how optimistically one viewed it, a retreat was exactly what it was. 
They were leaving many of their wounded behind, too. The knowledge of it darkened the faces of the dragoons and their officers alike. Many of the more lightly wounded had managed to get on a horse, but the badly wounded were being left to fend for themselves in Stockade’s hospital. 
Kendril had no illusions that they would hold out for very long.
Wilkes brought Kendril’s horse up to him, then saluted. “Here you are, General.”
“The dragoons are lagging,” Beckett said quietly. “If we give them ten more minutes—”
“We don’t have ten more minutes.” Kendril hoisted himself into the saddle of his mount, suppressing a groan as he did so. He glanced up. “The men on the walls?”
Beckett pulled on his gloves and walked towards his horse. “They’ll hold as long as they can. Once we break out they’ll run for their nags like Regnuthu himself is after them.”
“Actually,” said Captain Markus as he trotted over towards Kendril and Beckett, “those men are all staying behind. They’ve volunteered to hold Stockade as long as they can.”
Beckett snorted. “Are they crazy? There’s no way they—”
“I’d stay behind myself,” Markus interrupted, “only the General has given me a direct order, and I have a responsibility to the dragoons that are returning to Redemption.”
“I’m fairly certain that the General gave an order that all your dragoons were supposed to come with us,” Beckett said angrily. “When we hold Redemption, we’re going to need every—”
“It’s all right, Captain,” said Kendril quietly. He looked over at Markus. “Are your dragoons ready to ride?”
Markus shifted uncomfortably in his saddle. “They’re moving as fast as they can, Lord Ravenbrook.”
Kendril nodded, his face showing no emotion. “Beckett’s troopers will ride first. You and your dragoons will follow us. Tell your men to hold their fire until the enemy is at point blank range, and even then not to let up riding. Remember, this is a breakout, not an attack.”
Markus’ mustache bristled. “I request that I and my dragoons be the first out of the gate, Lord Ravenbrook. We should—”
“It’s a matter of tactics, Captain, not honor.” Kendril checked the flaps on his holsters as he spoke. “Beckett’s troop is armed and equipped for shock and assault. Your men can follow behind and provide fire support.” He looked over at the eastern gate as a particularly loud blow against it rattled the doors to the hinges. 
“I think you’ll find my dragoons can lay in with a sword as well as any of your farmers,” said Markus with a frown. 
“Trust me, Captain, your dragoons will be using their swords soon enough out there.” Kendril rubbed a hand over his unshaven face. “If we don’t break through the Jombard lines in the first five minutes, it will be over for all of us.”
Beckett looked up at the black sky, tilting his coonskin cap back on his head. “Well, at least the rain has slowed. More like a drizzle now, I’d say.” He looked back down at Kendril and Markus. “It’ll make firing the pistols and carbines a sight easier.”
Kendril looked towards the southern gate. “We’ll need every advantage we can get.”
“The Jombards aren’t stupid,” Markus said sullenly. “They’ll have extra numbers at all the gates. They saw you and your men come in.”
“Yes,” said Kendril, “but that doesn’t mean they will be expecting us to come out.” He looked towards the eastern gate. “That’s the gate we’ll use. Beckett, form up your men. We’re going to ride hard and fast once those doors are open.”
Markus looked over at the eastern gate. “With respect, my lord, that’s the entrance that is facing away from Redemption.”
“That,” Beckett piped in, “and it’s also the one the Jombards are banging on at the moment, sir.”
“And that’s the one gate they won’t expect us to ride out of,” Kendril said gruffly. “We’ll have to move fast. Once those doors are open the Jombards will start pouring in.” He swung his head around towards the blockhouse. “Once we’ve cut through we’ll swing to the south, over the fields and back down to the ridgeline. From there it should be clear running to Redemption.”
“Clear running,” Markus grunted. “I hope you’re right, sir. Because I think it’s far more likely that we’ll never make it through the Jombard lines.”
“We’ll make it,” Kendril said. “And if we don’t then we’ll take every last bloody Jombard with us that we can.”
Markus gave a reluctant salute, then turned and galloped back towards his men.
 
The eastern gates of Stockade flew open.
The Jombards that were directly behind the doors were preparing their battering ram for another blow. The sudden opening of the gates took them by surprise. They shouted and reached for their weapons in a panic. The huge tree trunk that they had been using for a ram crashed down into the mud as a dozen hands released it at once.
Bugles blew from inside the fort. 
Then death came crashing out the eastern gate.
Kendril galloped out first, his lobster helmet and cuirass still smudged with mud and dented from numerous hits. In his right hand was his glittering rapier of Balneth steel. Directly behind him rode Beckett and Wilkes, and then a dozen other troopers. 
The barbarians shouted and gripped their weapons. Several poorly-aimed javelins and arrows came swishing through the air at the riders.
That was all the Jombards had time for.
Kendril rode over and past the startled Jombards. His rapier flashed and sang through the air, sweeping right and left in deadly, precise arcs. Each swing of the blade caught one of the barbarians and flung them to the ground.
More troopers crashed into the line of Jombards with a shout. The momentum of the horses carried them through and past the shaken barbarians. Pistols flashed and banged in the darkness, followed by the deeper bark of carbines fired from horseback. Rapiers and swords hissed through the air. Screams of the wounded and dying mixed with the cries of the horses.
Kendril hacked like a madman, hammering his blade down on any shape that came towards him in the dark. He pulled up his horse, carving open the head of another Jombard before looking back to see how his men were faring. 
Beckett’s troopers were cutting through the Jombards, and the dragoons were galloping hard through the gap. True to their orders, they were moving forward relentlessly, not stopping to get caught up in petty fights. In minutes they would be clear and riding across the open fields towards the south.
Kendril’s arm ached from swinging his weapon. His horse reared, her nostrils wide from the scent of blood. He turned, but resisted the urge to ride off after Beckett and the troopers. His place was here, fighting the Jombards until every last dragoon and trooper had exited Stockade. Only then would he ride off after them.
A howl rose above the sounds of battle, clear and chilling over the moan of the wind and soft patter of rain.
Kendril’s blood froze in his veins. He readied his sword, swinging his horse around and searching for the source of the sound.
“General!” Wilkes rode up. He swung his heavy sword and dispatched a Jombard behind Kendril.
Kendril turned to look behind him. “Wilkes! Follow Beckett. Do you hear me? That’s an order.”
“I’m staying with you, sir,” the boy cried back. He turned his horse, swinging his sword at another scurrying shape. “I won’t—”
Kendril saw the massive shape come out of the darkness like a demon. It was moving on all fours, its eyes glowing yellow in the darkness. It moved straight towards Wilkes.
“Wilkes!” Kendril yelled. He reached for one of the pistols in his belt. 
The boy turned and gasped. He didn’t even try to raise his sword.
The werewolf pounced with a shattering roar, drowning out Wilkes’ scream. It latched its powerful jaws onto the lad’s shoulder, and knocked him clean off his terrified mount.
The riderless horse bolted.
The werewolf tore at Wilkes' shoulder. 
The boy screamed.
Kendril drew the revolving chamber pistol, the one he had taken off the Merewithian mercenary he had killed more than a month before. He snapped back the flintlock hammer, then fired.
The gun kicked in his hand like an obstinate mule. The flash and roar drowned out all Kendril’s senses for a split second.
The force of the shot knocked the werewolf off Wilkes. The beast rolled once, howling in pain. It looked up again, straight at Kendril.
Kendril snapped back the hammer, revolving the chamber to the next pre-loaded charge. 
The werewolf snarled and hurled itself forward.
Kendril fired again.
The blast hit the werewolf square in the jaw. Its head lurched to the side.
Another werewolf came running in on all fours from Kendril’s right. It howled and yipped as it crossed the ground.
Wilkes screamed and sobbed at the same time. His shoulder was a bloody mess. He rolled about on the muddy ground, weeping.
The first werewolf stood, baring its claws and teeth. It bellowed in rage.
Kendril swore aloud. He cocked back the pistol and fired again.
The third shot punched right into the creature’s open mouth and out the back of its head. It toppled back to the ground and writhed in its death throes. 
At least, Kendril hoped it was its death throes.
He turned, bringing the smoking pistol to bear on the second werewolf. He raised his rapier in his off hand, ready to strike. 
The beast was coming right at him, its slavering mouth open and its golden eyes gleaming cruelly. 
Kendril’s horse stamped nervously, ready to bolt. 
Kendril pulled the trigger on the revolving gun.
The gun sparked and sizzled. Blue smoke poured from the revolving chamber and the barrel. 
A misfire.
Kendril jerked back the flintlock with his thumb to try the fifth chamber.
He never made it
With a howl the werewolf leapt up at Kendril, jaw open to bite.
Kendril lashed up with his rapier, feeling the solid blade cut deep into flesh. The next moment the solid bulk of the huge creature slammed into him. Kendril tumbled from the saddle, hearing the horse’s scream. His back slammed into the ground, hard enough to knock the breath out of his lungs. Hot, fetid breath was in his face. The jaws of the werewolf clasped and scrabbled on his lobster helm. 
He wasn’t going to die. Not like this. Not tonight.
Kendril shoved his pistol up blindly, feeling cruel claws cutting into his side.
A snarl as deep as a bass drum sounded in his face.
Kendril fired.
The pistol blasted back in his hand.
The heavy weight left him. A yelping and howling filled the air.
Kendril pulled himself to his feet. He was gasping for breath, his nose filled with the stench of gunpowder. His whole body ached, and the acrid taste of blood was in his mouth. He turned, the smoking pistol still in his hand. 
The werewolf was scrambling to its feet. Its eyes were filled with a pain-stoked rage.
Kendril forced his bruised body to step forward. He leveled the pistol at the monstrosity and fired again.
The flash and lurch of the pistol felt good in his grip. 
The werewolf’s head lurched back in an explosion of fur and bone. It crumpled back to the ground. 
Kendril stuck the smoking pistol into his belt and turned back to the first werewolf. 
It had stopped moving. Dead, hopefully. 
“Eru! Eru it hurts!” Wilkes wailed. He pressed his free hand against the shredded remains of his shoulder. 
“Hold on, Wilkes,” Kendril shouted. He spun, looking frantically in all directions.
A group of tattooed Jombards rushed towards him.
Kendril drew his second revolving pistol and readied his rapier.
Horse hooves sounded behind him. “Sir!” came Beckett’s voice. “We have to move!”
“Get Wilkes!” Kendril shouted without looking around. “Get him to Redemption!” He fired the pistol at the nearest Jombard, not waiting for a response. 
The warrior went down.
Kendril clicked the chamber, then fired again. And again. 
The Jombards pressed in around him, screaming and stabbing at him with swords and spears.
Kendril’s rapier flashed and whistled through the air. He cut down one warrior after another, firing his pistol at point-range until the chamber clicked empty. 
Beckett charged in, knocking down the last barbarian. A slash of his sword made sure the man wouldn’t get up again. “Sir, where’s your horse?”
“Run off.” Kendril turned to the mounted captain. “Get Wilkes. Get him out of here. I’ll find another horse.” He ran over to the fallen boy, and boosted him up. “Come on, man, hurry!”
Beckett jumped off his horse and grabbed the screaming Wilkes.
Between the two of them they managed to get Wilkes up onto the back of Beckett’s horse.
Beckett turned to Kendril. “Take the horse, sir. I’ll—”
“Not a chance,” Kendril said. He glanced over at a nearby group of Jombards in the darkness. “I said I’ll find another horse. Now go or the boy will bleed to death.”
Beckett hesitated, his face torn with indecision.
“I’m ordering you, for Eru’s sake,” Kendril bellowed. “Now get moving, Captain!”
Beckett finally turned, jumping up onto the horse. “I’m coming back for you, sir.”
“No you’re not,” Kendril snarled. “Don’t stop until you reach Redemption.” He slapped the horse’s flank.
Beckett and Wilkes thundered off towards the south. Their mounted form soon vanished in the gloom.
Kendril spun, his rapier out and ready. He wiped rain from his eyes with his free hand. He expected to see a sea of Jombard warriors cascading towards him.
Instead, there was a line of Jombard warriors standing at a distance. They were chanting. From behind their ranks came wailing and squealing pipes.
Kendril felt suddenly alone and exposed. Why weren’t the barbarians surging forward? What were they—?
Then he saw him.
The Great Fang was walking across the body-strewn ground, his huge longsword held easily in one hand. The Soulbinder pulsed and crackled around his neck. He looked directly at Kendril. “You ran from me before, Demonbane. Are you afraid?”
Kendril slid his left foot back, finding as solid a footing as he could in the slick mud. “I don’t know. Why don’t you ask these two werewolves?”
The Great Fang threw back his head and laughed. “You have spirit, Demonbane. I expected no less from you. It is our destiny to meet here on this battlefield, to fight as warriors in service to our gods.”
“You speak our language well,” Kendril said. He put both hands on the hilt of his rapier. “I’m impressed.”
The Great Fang kept coming forward. “I am no uncultured barbarian. I have studied you and your kind, Demonbane. The nations of the west, who profess to be so civilized.” He chuckled. “In fact, you are soft. Weak. Ripe for conquest.”
“Right,” said Kendril. Try as he might, he couldn’t take his eyes off the Soulbinder that hung around the barbarian chieftain’s neck. “Nice necklace, by the way.”
“Ah,” said the Great Fang with a smile. He fingered the pendant. “You have seen one of these before, no doubt? In Vorten?”
Kendril glanced over the line of Jombard warriors. They were still maintaining a respectable distance, chanting and banging spears and swords on wicker shields. 
The Great Fang hefted his large sword. “Vorten was nothing, Demonbane. Only the beginning.” He spread his arms wide to encompass the battlefield around them. “This, this is the true rise of the Seteru. As it should be. In blood, and fire.”
Kendril grimaced. His thigh was aching badly. It was all he could do not to grunt out loud at the pain. “Indigoru already tried that in Vorten,” he said. “It didn’t work out very well for her.”
The Great Fang stopped about ten feet away from Kendril. His towering, muscled body was like a dark phantom in the night. “This isn’t Vorten, Demonbane. And I think you will find that Harnathu isn’t Indigoru.”
Kendril gritted his teeth. “All right, are we all done making small talk? If we’re going to kill each other, let’s get at it.”
The Great Fang swung his heavy blade in front of him. “I like you, Demonbane. Who knows? In another life, we might have been friends, you and I.”
“I seriously doubt it.” Kendril jumped forward. He swung his rapier down in a two-handed chop.
With a speed that was surprising for his size, the Great Fang swept up his sword to block the attack.
The blades clanged together, thrumming in the gently falling rain. 
The Great Fang disengaged his blade and slashed at Kendril.
Kendril jumped back. He barely managed to lift his rapier to parry the blow. The impact of the longsword against his rapier jolted all the way up his arm. He stumbled a step, off-balance.
“You are smaller than I expected,” said the Great Fang. He swung again, his blade aimed squarely at Kendril’s head.
“I get that a lot.” Kendril deflected the strike. He was pushed back another step. He took a breath, then stabbed forward at the Jombard chieftain.
The Great Fang leapt to one side with a startling agility. He brought his sword around again at Kendril’s head.
Off-balance, Kendril couldn’t block the attack in time. The blade hammered against the side of his lobster helm. Purple and white stars exploded crazily across his vision. He slammed onto his side into the mud. His head ached. He could feel a wet trickle of blood down his cheek.
“Disappointing,” the Great Fang mused. He swung his blade in a great circle in the air. The blade hummed. “I expected more from you, Demonbane.”
Kendril wanted badly to throw back a snarky remark, but his vision was still off and he felt sick to his stomach. He lurched back to his feet and tottered back a few steps. 
If he hadn’t been wearing his lobster helm, the sword blow would have taken his head off. He was getting soft, and slow. 
Kendril blinked, trying to clear the splotches from his sight. His head was pounding like a sledgehammer. He brought the rapier down into a ready position. His whole body throbbed with pain. 
Some Demonbane.
The Great Fang turned, a cold smile on his face. “After I kill you, I will destroy Redemption. I will burn the town, along with everyone in it.”
“Sounds like a stellar plan,” Kendril gasped. He managed to say the words without throwing up, which he thought a marvelous accomplishment. 
The Great Fang stepped towards Kendril again. “It is all an offering for Harnathu. The victory will be his, not mine.”
Kendril lashed out with his sword again, more cautiously this time.
The Great Fang blocked each strike, and deflected every lunge.
Kendril fell back, defeated and out of breath.
The Great Fang shook his head. “Is this really all the great Demonbane of Vorten has to offer?”
“Tuldor’s beard,” Kendril said, “don’t you ever just shut up?” He thrust the rapier at the chieftain yet again.
The Great Fang parried the attack, then cut in with a quick riposte.
Kendril dodged back. He felt the edge of the Great Fang’s longsword swipe across the steel cuirass he wore.
The armor he wore was saving his life, but it was also slowing him down, making him more sluggish than usual. He had fought so long without it as a Ghostwalker that it was hard to get used to it again.
The Great Fang flexed his muscles and smiled patronizingly. “Come, Demonbane. Face me like a man. You do not want to die like a terrified woman, do you?”
Kendril took a couple steps back, his booted feet sliding a little in the mud. He reached up and yanked off the lobster helm, then dropped it off to one side. The cold drizzle and wind felt suddenly strange and fresh on his sweaty and bloody face. 
The Great Fang nodded approvingly. “You shed your armor. For a true warrior, the strength of his arm and the courage of his heart is all the armor he needs.”
“Whatever,” Kendril grunted. He reached up and yanked hard on the straps that held his cuirass in place. Once loosened, he shook off the steel armor. It slid to the ground with a heavy thud. 
A sudden cold gust of wind cut across the field, chill and bitter. 
Kendril snatched a Jombard short sword off the ground, and held it in his off-hand. “All right, Fang-boy, let’s dance,” he snarled. 
The Great Fang lowered his head and charged forward.
Kendril leapt to meet him.
Blade clashed on blade, hammering into the night air. Both men grunted and panted as they ducked, weaved, and parried.
Spinning around, Kendril slashed open the top of the Great Fang’s arm with his short sword. He retreated, bringing both his swords up again.
The Great Fang caught his breath, smiling at the blood that ran down his arm. “Now that is more what I expect from the man called Demonbane. Some fire at last.”
“I’m just getting warmed up,” Kendril spat. His arms were ached, his back felt like it was one giant black bruise, his leg throbbed relentlessly, and his head was still ringing. Still, he felt somehow freer without the armor. 
Almost like he felt like himself again. The real Kendril.
The Great Fang threw himself at Kendril.
Kendril was ready for him. He parried the pounding blow of the chieftain’s sword, then slashed back with his rapier.
The chanting of the Jombards grew louder. 
Kendril turned, then stabbed with his sword.
The Great Fang grabbed Kendril’s wrist with a vice-like grip, stopping the thrust. He smiled, then kicked Kendril hard in the stomach.
It was like getting kicked by a horse. Kendril flew back and slipped in the mud, then slammed onto his back. He retched, unable to breathe. Pain was his whole world. 
“It is done,” the Great Fang intoned. “The mighty Demonbane falls.” He moved forward, and lifted his sword. 
Kendril weakly lifted one of his blades to parry, hearing a rumbling of thunder.
No, not thunder. Horse hooves.
“You’re favoring your left leg,” said the Great Fang casually. He stomped his foot down on Kendril’s injured thigh.
The world went a sickening black for several long seconds. Kendril didn’t scream. The pain was so unbelievably bad that he couldn’t make a sound other than to gasp. His rapier fell out of nerveless fingers.
“So falls the great Demonbane,” came the Great Fang’s voice, floating in the darkness above Kendril. “What a—”
A gunshot sounded, then another. There was a growing roar of approaching horses.
Kendril felt the weight of the Great Fang’s foot lift swiftly off his leg. He lay still in the mud, barely able to move, his eyes closed.
The Jombards began to chant and shout. Arrows hissed through the air. A bugle blew.
“Sir!” Beckett’s voice.
Kendril managed to peel his eyes open. The giant man’s red bearded face hovered right over him. “I told you...to go back—” Kendril croaked.
“Yes, sir,” said Beckett. “I am sorry to say that I am disobeying your orders.” He looked up. “Sergeant, give me a hand with the General. And hold those bloody Jombards off.”
Kendril wasn’t sure whether he should be relieved or angry at Beckett’s appearance. It didn’t matter anyway, though. 
About ten seconds later his world faded into a painful blackness. 
 
 



Chapter 19
 
The door to the tanning house opened abruptly, letting in a cold gust of wind and a speckling of rain. 
Kara started awake, lifting her head off Joseph’s shoulder. She looked around for a moment, blinking her bleary eyes. “Joseph. I’m sorry—”
“Don’t be,” said Joseph with a kind smile. He leaned back against the wall.
Renaald tromped into the large room, shaking rain off his cloak with a curse.
Olan lifted an eyebrow. “Well?”
“They’re back,” Renaald rubbed the back of his hand across his nose. “With a couple hundred dragoons, too.”
Tomas gave a knowing smile. 
Callen looked hopefully over at Yvonne and Olan. “That—that might give them a chance, right? To hold the walls against the Jombards?”
“It’s certainly better than trying to hold it with that ill-trained rabble they have right now,” Olan said under his breath. He stared hard at Renaald. “Kendril?”
Renaald gave a slow nod. “I saw him. He looked hurt, but he was there.”
Yvonne sighed. “So what’s your plan, Olan? Hang out here in this warehouse until the Jombards overrun the walls?”
Kara struggled to her feet. “We have to see Kendril. We can tell him—”
“The last time we saw Kendril,” Olan interrupted, “he almost shot me in the face, so you’ll forgive me if I’m not exactly eager to rush back to talk with him again.”
Tomas gave a shrug. “Plus, we threatened to kill him. Then we almost did.”
Renaald turned flashing eyes at Tomas. “If I had been sent to do the job, it would have gotten done.”
“Right,” Tomas returned, his voice thick with sarcasm, “because you did so well the last time you tangled with Kendril.”
Renaald’s face darkened, but he said nothing.
“For Eru’s sake,” Kara exclaimed, “are you all really this stupid? Are you still going to sit around and argue about whether Kendril’s a traitor or not?”
“Perhaps,” said Olan drily, “it’s because we haven’t all bought into your notion that Kendril is the savior of Rothland.”
“All right,” said Kara, “forget prophecies and chosen ones. We have a whole Jombard army marching for the walls of Redemption. It’s going to take every able-bodied person to hold them off, at least until we can evacuate the town.” She looked around at all the Ghostwalkers in the room. “Kendril may be a jerk at times, but he’s a first-class soldier. He’s fought the servants of the Seteru before, and he’s won. Are you going to watch him burn now out of spite?”
Olan grimaced, but didn’t reply.
Yvonne chewed her lip. “The woman has a point, Olan,” she said softly. “This is hardly the time for us to be turning against each other.”
“A point?” Renaald snorted. He looked straight at Kara. “Someone tell me why she’s still alive? She admits that she was possessed by Indig—”
“Shut up, Renaald.” Olan crossed his arms. “All right, Kara. Since we’re all apparently listening to you now, what do you suggest we do?”
Joseph stepped up behind Kara and put a hand on her shoulder. 
Kara swallowed and looked around at the skeptical faces. “We need to go to Kendril. Help him however we can. If we stand with him we might be able to save Redemption. If we stay here—” She glanced around the dusty, rotting interior of the warehouse. “Well, we won’t accomplish anything, will we?”
“That sounds like a fine plan,” Olan said unenthusiastically.
Kara narrowed her eyes. “Better than sitting around and waiting to be killed by the Jombards, if that’s what you mean.”
“There’s one thing you haven’t considered, though,” Olan continued.
Kara cocked her head. “Really? What’s that?”
A nasty grin spread over Olan’s face. “Once Kendril finds out you’re alive, he might very well kill you himself.”
 
The town hall was a disaster. Papers littered the floor, desks and chairs were broken and turned over. The place looked like a mob had been through it. Almost anything of value had been ransacked. 
And there was mud all over the carpets. Lord Blackstone would have been horrified.
Kendril limped over to the wall and leaned against it, breathing heavily. He surveyed the damage with a frown. 
So he was the acting governor and mayor now. Great.
“Sir?” Beckett tromped in to the hall, kicking a shattered vase out of his way. “Your leg, is it—?”
“It’s fine,” Kendril said briskly. It wasn’t fine. Every step he took felt like someone was jamming a red hot dagger into his hip. But he didn’t have time for pain. Not now. “Have we got the dragoons on the wall?”
Beckett nodded. “Aye, General. Markus is organizing the defense. We just might be able to hold with the men and supplies we got out of Stockade. Gives us a fighting chance, at any rate.”
Kendril winced, then turned and leaned his back against the wall. “We can’t hold indefinitely. Not unless we get reinforcements from the mainland. Until then we can only delay the Jombards.”
Beckett nodded soberly. “Aye, sir, I understand. We’ll give those howlers a good bloody nose before they reach the harbor, though.”
Kendril clamped a hand on his leg, and tenderly rubbed it. “How is the evacuation going?”
Beckett shrugged. “I don’t know, sir.”
“Send someone to find out,” Kendril snapped. “I want the civilians out of the town as soon as possible. Any ship that’s still floating is to be loaded and sent out to sea. Anyone left in the town is to be armed and put on the wall.”
Beckett took a step forward. “Sir,” he said quietly, “are you sure—?”
“I said I’m fine, Captain!” Kendril fired. 
Beckett straightened. “Yes, sir.”
Kendril clenched his teeth together for a moment against the wave of pain that emanated from his thigh. It was all he could do not to gasp. 
“The east gate will be the hardest hit, sir,” Beckett said. He turned for the door. “With your leave, I’ll get the defenses organized there. Markus will probably need the extra hand.”
“Good,” said Kendril. 
Beckett wrenched open the front door to the town hall, and stepped out onto the steps. Cold wind tugged at his buff coat. 
“Beckett,” Kendril said suddenly.
The militia captain turned.
“Wilkes. Where is he?”
Beckett was silent for a moment. “Last I heard, sir, they had turned the old brewery into a kind of hospital. I think they took him there.”
Kendril nodded. “Good. Thank you, Beckett.” He looked out the open door and caught sight of the eastern horizon. His face fell. “More fire,” he whispered. “You would think the Jombards would run out of things to burn.”
Beckett followed his gaze, then gave out an unexpected belly laugh.
Kendril gave the man a confused glance.
“Begging your pardon, sir,” Beckett said as he touched his hand to his coonskin cap. “That ain’t no fire. That’s the sun coming up.”
 
The brewery was crowded with cots and blankets spread out on every bit of available floor space. Moans and coughs came from several of the wounded soldiers and civilians that were crowded inside. A few candles spluttered here and there, providing what little light there was to see by. 
Kendril walked to a cot at the end of one of the walls, next to a stack of barrels.
Wilkes lay on it, whimpering softly. His arm and shoulder were swathed in blood-soaked bandages. His eyes were closed, and his face was deathly pale. 
Kendril walked to the foot of the cot, trying his best not to limp. The pain in his leg was so sharp that he wanted to scream. “Wilkes,” he said softly.
The boy opened his eyes, and blinked as he focused on Kendril. “General,” he said in a scratchy voice. “You’re here.”
“Yeah,” said Kendril, “I’m here.” He sat down on the side of one of the barrels, glancing down at Wilkes’ horrible wound. “How are you doing?”
“My...arm hurts really bad, sir,” Wilkes choked. “Like fire, all the way down to the fingers.” His eyes watered up, and his voice began to break. “The doc says he’s—that he’s going to have to—to take it off.”
Kendril didn’t say anything. He didn’t even know what to say. The boy was only sixteen.
“Did—did you kill it, sir?” Wilkes said. Tears of pain and fear ran down his cheek.
Kendril gave a short nod. “Yeah, I killed it, Wilkes. You did fine.”
Wilkes shook his head. “I’m—I’m not like you, sir. Not brave. I—”
The surgeon came over, wiping his hands on a smudged towel. His glasses were pushed back up on his balding head. His eyes were bloodshot and weary. 
Kendril guessed that his own eyes were fairly bloodshot, too.
“General,” the man said, raising his eyebrows in surprise. “Sorry, sir, I didn’t know you were in here.”
Kendril got to his feet. In the candle-lit room he managed to recognize the surgeon as the one who had been assigned to Stockade with the militia. “Just checking in on Wilkes here. He says you intend to—” he stopped as he was talking, glancing down significantly at Wilkes’ arm. 
The surgeon sighed. He pulled a large rolling table up. It was covered with vicious looking knives and saws. “The lad’s arm has been chewed almost to a pulp,” he said in a voice barely above a whisper. “Bone has shattered into pieces. With the amount of dirt and mud that got into it—” He gave a helpless shrug. “We either take it off now or there’s a good chance he’ll die.”
Wilkes closed his eyes tight. He bit his lip so hard that it blushed white. 
“I see,” said Kendril in the same quiet tone. He felt stupid and useless. 
“You’d better go, sir,” said the surgeon quietly. “I have to do this quick. There are other men to see to after him.”
Kendril nodded dumbly. He turned towards the door of the brewery, his mind a fog of exhaustion and self-blame.
The Jombards were coming. All Redemption was looking to him. No, not to him. To Lord Ravenbrook. The Hammer of the Jombards. Their savior.
“Right, lad,” said the doctor quietly. He knelt down beside the boy. “We’re going to do this quick, do you understand?’
Kendril stopped and glanced back behind him. He couldn’t move another step forward.
“Y-yes,” stammered Wilkes. His voice squeaked with fear. His whole body trembled.
Kendril turned back around. He walked over and sat down next to Wilkes, then grabbed the boy’s hand tightly.
Wilkes blinked up at him in surprise. “S-sir?”
“I’ll stay with you,” Kendril said quietly.
“Here you go, son,” the surgeon said, handing down a small, gnawed piece of wood. “Something to bite down on. I’ll go fast.”
“For Eru’s sake,” Kendril said sharply, “get him a shot of whiskey or something first.”
The surgeon paused. “Right, sir. Of course.” He fumbled around in his bag.
Wilkes squeezed Kendril’s hand tighter. 
Kendril held on, ignoring the throbbing pain from his leg and hip.
The surgeon re-emerged with a flask of something strong. “Here you go, son.” 
Wilkes sputtered as he drank, then coughed. He looked up at Kendril. “Please, d-don’t go, sir.”
“I won’t,” said Kendril. He looked over at the surgeon. “All right, do it.”
 
The Jombards were just outside the wall. 
The countryside was just beginning to lighten with the first signs of morning, and already plumes of smoke darkened the horizon. Every farmhouse, cottage, and mill outside the walls had been set ablaze. It looked as if many of the fields had as well.
Captain Beckett grabbed the top of the palisade wall with both his gloved hands, his face clenched with anger. “That’s the livelihood of a lot of people out there going up in flames,” he growled. 
Captain Markus came over beside him. His carbine was slung over his shoulder, and his slouch hat was pulled down low over his head against the stiff morning breeze. He looked out at the line of barbarians. “What are they waiting for, I wonder?”
Beckett looked down at the eastern gate of Redemption that stood just below the ramparts where they were standing. “To break through this gate they’ll need more than spears and axes.” His gaze switched to the dark line of forests to the northeast. “Odds are they’re cutting down trees to make battering rams and ladders.”
The sound of chanting and howls came from the Jombard lines. Banners and devices with obscene symbols and runes fluttered and snapped in the morning breeze.
“How are we on powder and shot?” Beckett asked. He kept his eyes on the barbarian lines.
Markus shielded his face with his hand from the biting wind. “Good, except for cannon shot.”
Beckett nodded. “I’d love to put some shots into those howlers to teach them not to stand within range, but we’ll need the grapeshot for when they close with the walls.” He looked down the ramparts on either side. 
Dragoons and militiamen lined the defenses, their faces tired but determined. The dragoons all had carbines. The militiamen had a mix of old guns, crossbows, and hunting bows. 
“We’ll be able to put a good volley into them when they come,” Markus said with satisfaction. “And they’ll have to come at us sooner or later. As long as we can keep access to the docks they can’t starve us out, and they don’t have the ships to blockade the harbor.”
Beckett glanced back into the town. 
Smoke drifted up here and there from scattered fires and chimneys, but Redemption seemed strangely quiet and empty. That was no surprise. With the passing of the gale almost all the ships in the harbor had left on the morning tide, crowded with refugees and panicked civilians fleeing Jothland. 
It was hard to see Redemption like this. In the cold light of dawn, Beckett knew that Kendril had been right. There was no saving Redemption at this point. It was a matter of delaying the inevitable. Unless by some miracle there were reinforcements from Arbela, or the Jombard army split up and went home, the town would never last a serious attack by thousands of barbarian warriors.
But they could still make the blighters pay for it. 
And anyways, the Jombards were waiting for something. Maybe they were worn out after a night without sleep, though somehow Beckett doubted it.
Captain Markus glanced back towards the town behind them. “So where the devil is Lord Ravenbrook? We could bloody well use him about now.”
Beckett frowned, but didn’t answer. 
“Funny,” said a voice from their left, “I was about to ask you gentlemen the exact same question.”
Markus and Beckett swiveled their heads to look back down the rampart.
Olan and Renaald stepped up the stairs that led up from the street, their black cloaks whipping in the wind. 
Beckett’s eyes narrowed with suspicion. “I don’t believe I know either of you gentlemen. What do you want?”
Olan stepped up onto the ramparts and lowered his hood. His face was hard and implacable. “I want to see Lord Ravenbrook. Now.”
 
Kendril stumbled down the steps of the brewery. He felt exhausted, so tired he could fall into the mud and pass out right there and then. He lifted his eyes towards the palisade walls of Redemption. 
Smoke blackened the sky to the east. The watery sunlight gave the sky a hazy, reddish tint. 
Kendril looked down the street. 
It was a mess. Broken glass and furniture covered the boardwalks of the town. A dead horse lay half out of one of the nearby alleys, flies buzzing around its carcass. 
Kendril shook his head, trying to clear his mind. 
Redemption needed Lord Ravenbrook. He had to lead them, or at least the people who were left. Hold off the Jombards, evacuate the city of the few people who were left. Show them that there was still hope left. 
But Kendril wasn’t Lord Ravenbrook. What he had told Tomas was correct. He had killed Lord Ravenbrook years ago, put him in the ground right next to Celeste and Atherton.
Now he was Kendril the Ghostwalker. Lord Ravenbrook was just a part he was playing, the echoes of a life long since lost. 
Kendril trudged down one of the alleyways, barely noticing the stink of the mixed garbage, blood, and human waste. He put one hand on the rapier that hung by his side, the one that Jade had given him so long ago in Balneth. Beckett had grabbed it off the battlefield at Stockade. 
But it was a gentleman’s weapon, a sword that was more than two feet in length. And Kendril the Ghostwalker had vowed never to use such a weapon. Not until he had paid his penance and received his redemption.
It was a beautiful sword, the finest that he had ever seen or used. But it didn’t belong to him. Not yet.
Kendril leaned against the slimy wall at the end of the alley, shifting the weight off his aching leg. Somewhere a rooster crowed, seemingly unconcerned that death was looming so close in the form of thousands of Jombards.
Celeste. Atherton. Both had died because of Kendril. No, not just died. He had killed them both. Their blood was on his hands. 
And then there was Kara. Kendril had promised Joseph that he would keep her safe, not allow anything to happen to her. Instead, he had led her to her death. And he had been the one to finally pull the trigger.
Kendril’s mind continued to buzz, filling with unwanted names and faces. It was almost physically painful. 
Marley. Dead because of Kendril, because he never sent him away when he could have. Wilkes. Just a boy, with a whole life and future ahead of him, but now with no arm. All because of Kendril’s stupidity and selfishness. 
Kendril looked down into a still puddle that covered the dirt street of the town. His vague image bobbed and danced in the reflection of the brown water. 
So who was he really? Lord Ravenbrook? Or Kendril?
Kendril took a deep breath. He pushed off from the wall, ignoring the condemning voices in his head. He limped down the broken boardwalk of the street, swaying like a drunken man. 
A horse galloped through the almost empty street of the town behind him. 
Kendril didn’t even turn to look. He dragged himself up the steps of the pillaged town hall, then in through the door. 
What few items he had left, whatever had been saved from Stockade, had been thrown back into one of the side offices of the building. 
Kendril made his way down the hall, then into the dark room where his chest was. He kneeled down gingerly in front of it, grunting a little at the renewed pain in his leg.
Redemption needed Lord Ravenbrook. But Ravenbrook was dead. Kendril had fooled himself into thinking that he was still alive, that he could still help the people of the township, but all that was past. He knew the truth now.
Kendril opened the chest. He unbuckled the Balneth rapier from his belt, and set it down gently. The cold light coming in through the room’s windows sparkled off the weapon’s blue and green gems. 
Kendril reached into the chest, and pulled out his black, hooded cloak. 
 
“General?” Captain Beckett pushed open the door to the town hall, peering into the dim building. 
“Let me,” said Olan irritably. He pushed past Beckett and strode into the large foyer. “Kendril? Are you in here?”
“Yes,” said a quiet voice to Olan’s left.
Surprised, Olan turned, one hand instinctively reaching for his sword. 
Kendril sat in a chair by the front desk. He was dressed in the weather-stained black cloak and gloves of the Ghostwalker Order. His hood was up over his head, covering his face in shadow. Two simple short swords were sheathed at his belt, as well as two pistols. The valuable Balneth steel rapier was gone. 
Beckett stepped in behind Olan, and was followed closely by Renaald. He stared at Kendril in amazement. “General?”
Kendril got to his feet. “Sorry, Captain Beckett. I’m not Lord Ravenbrook. I’m just Kendril. I always have been. It just took me this long to realize it.” He looked over at Olan. “I realize that I have been insubordinate, sir, but I’d like to officially place myself back under your command.”
Olan gave a triumphant smile. “You’ll be tried, of course. By the Order, when we return to Rothland.”
Kendril gave a slight nod of his head. “I understand, Commander.”
Beckett pushed back his coonskin cap and scratched his blazing red hair. He looked quizzically from Olan to Kendril. “Does someone want to tell me what is going on here?”
Kendril stepped forward. He kicked a loose drawer out of his path. “I’m not your commanding officer anymore, Beckett. I never should have been in the first place. Lord Ravenbrook is dead.”
Beckett made a face. “Now I’m really confused, sir.”
Other Ghostwalkers began to file in behind Beckett. Callen, Tomas, and Yvonne all entered one after the other.
“Well,” said Kendril with a cheerless smile, “looks like the gang’s all here.”
“If it were up to me,” Olan said, “I’d have all of us on any ship we could find left in the harbor that would take us west. But we have a problem.” He turned towards the doorway of the town hall.
Kara stepped into the room. She reached up and pulled down the hood of her green cloak. “Hello, Kendril,” she said uncertainly.
Kendril gaped at the woman. He didn’t move.
Kara moved forward slightly, then hesitated. “Wow,” she said. “This is a lot more awkward than I—”
Kendril went up to her and crushed her in a massive bear hug. “I thought you were dead,” he whispered.
She held on to him for a long moment. “I kind of was.”
Kendril let go of her and stepped back. “How are you—?”
“That’s a long story,” Joseph said from the doorway. He watched Kendril carefully.
Kendril looked up at his old friend. “Joseph,” he said. He didn’t make any movement forward. “You’re here too.”
“Yes,” said Joseph slowly. “I am.”
“What about Maklavir?” Kendril asked with a raised eyebrow. “Is he hiding outside?”
Kara looked down at the floor. “Actually, Maklavir was—” Her voice faltered.
“He was kidnapped by pirates,” Joseph finished.
Kendril looked at both his friends. “Seriously?”
Joseph shrugged. “I can’t really make something like that up.” 
“You’re in danger, Kendril,” said Kara quickly. “Something bad is going to happen here. I’ve...seen it. You have to believe me.”
“With thousands of Jombards sitting right outside the town walls, I believe you,” said Kendril with a smile. “Though I got the part about me being in danger all by myself.” He lowered his voice. “It’s good to see you again.” He glanced over at Joseph, who still leaned against the wall by the door. “Both of you.”
“Yes,” said Yvonne in a flat voice, “well, like Olan said, there is a problem.” She looked directly at Kendril. “You have shown yourself disloyal to our Order, a traitor to our cause who apparently now wishes reinstatement.” She turned towards Kara. “And this woman is an abomination, a host of Indigoru and a potential agent of the enemy.”
Kendril gave Yvonne a sharp look.
Joseph moved off the wall, his face uneasy. “I thought we already—”
“Whatever you thought,” said Yvonne coldly, “is irrelevant. Renaald?”
The Ghostwalker drew his rapier and placed the tip within an inch of Joseph’s chest.
The room grew suddenly chill and quiet. 
“Yvonne,” said Olan, his arms folded. “Would you mind telling me exactly what is going on here?”
“I wouldn’t mind knowing that myself,” rumbled Beckett. 
“What’s going on is simplicity itself,” Yvonne said in a voice like ice. “This woman cannot be allowed to live. Kendril must prove to us that he still loyal to our cause.” She looked at Kendril with a steely gaze. “So you’re going to execute her, right here and right now.”
 



Chapter 20
 
Kendril put a hand on one of his flintlock pistols. 
In a flash, Yvonne’s hand emerged from the folds of her cloak. She pointed a large, double-barreled pistol directly at Kendril’s head. 
Joseph carefully raised both his hands, his eyes riveted on Renaald’s sword. “Tell me again why we came all the way out here, Kara?”
“You have two choices, Kendril.” The pistol in Yvonne’s hand stayed rock-steady. “Kill Kara, or I kill you as a traitor.”
Beckett’s hand moved down to the hilt of his own sword. “General?”
“I told you, Beckett,” Kendril said calmly, his eyes still on Yvonne, “I’m not a general anymore.”
“And I have two barrels on this pistol,” said Yvonne in a tone that was just as calm as Kendril’s. “And I can assure you that I am a terrific shot at five paces. Please do not interfere in this, Captain.”
Beckett tightened his hand on his sword. 
“You hear her, Beckett. Stand down,” Kendril said in a low voice.
Olan kept his arms folded. He glanced at Kendril for a long moment, then back at Yvonne. “Don’t get me wrong. No one would love seeing Kendril’s brains splattered all over the wall as much as me, but I still don’t recall agreeing to this.”
Yvonne kept her eyes on Kendril. “Your permission or knowledge is not required, Olan. You may be the Sword Commander in charge of this detachment, but as Staff division I have the responsibility of dealing with issues of betrayal, penance, and contamination.”
Callen nervously rubbed the tip of his nose. “Actually, that is entirely correct.”
“Thank you for the lesson, Callen,” Olan grumbled. He looked back at Yvonne. “What about what Kara said before? About the Seteru coming to Redemption?”
“I believe her vision,” said Yvonne in a tone that sent shivers down the spines of everyone in the room. “There is a Seteru coming to Redemption. She’s already here.” Her eyes flicked to Kara.
“That’s ridiculous!” Kara looked back at Yvonne. “I told you before. Indigoru is gone.”
“And that,” Yvonne said, “is exactly what you would say if Indigoru was still inside you right now.” She turned fiery eyes on Kendril. “You have a choice, Kendril. If you don’t choose, then you’ll die along with her.”
Beckett’s hand was still clenched firmly on the handle of his sword. “Sir?”
“I said stand down, didn’t I?” Kendril said with more a trace of irritation. He looked over at Tomas. “Some help here?”
Tomas gave a helpless shrug. “You know the rules as well as I do, Kendril. Technically, Yvonne has every right to—”
“To do what you were too weak to do,” Yvonne said with a snarl that was amplified by the twisting scar on her cheek. “We can’t allow Kara to live. Nor can we allow Kendril’s disloyalty to go unpunished or unchallenged. This is the perfect solution to both dilemmas.”
Kendril looked over at Olan, then Yvonne. “The Great Fang, the chief of all these Jombard barbarians. He has a Soulbinder. I saw it.”
Olan uncrossed his arms. “A Soulbinder? That’s not possible.”
Yvonne narrowed her eyes. “I would call it extremely unlikely. Your choice is still before you, Kendril.”
“I don’t know the rest of this story,” Kendril said evenly, “but if Kara has had some dream or vision showing a Seteru coming to Redemption, then it fits with what I’ve seen.” He looked over at Olan. “You were at Vorten, Olan. You saw what happened when Indigoru manifested herself, when she managed to open a rift to the Void. If one of the other Seteru does that here—”
“Eru save us,” Olan whispered. He frowned, his face etched with thought and anxiety. He gave Kendril a piercing glance. “Is what you’re saying true? You’re absolutely certain it’s a Soulbinder?”
Kendril put a hand on the nearby desk, taking some of the weight off his right leg. “Believe me, I got a real close look at it.”
Yvonne’s face twitched. “You’re trying to save your friend.”
“Of course I’m trying to save my friend,” Kendril shot back. “But everything I’m telling you is still true. If there’s a Seteru coming to Redemption, it will be because of the Soulbinder hanging around the Great Fang’s neck.”
“Even if that’s true,” Yvonne said in a quiet voice, “Kara’s fate is already sealed. Her life is inconsequential compared to the risk of letting her live. You know that as well as I do, Kendril. As well as every Ghostwalker in this room does. Your choice is clear. I’m giving you ten seconds to do what you know is right.”
Kendril looked at Yvonne for a long moment, then slowly drew one of his flintlock pistols. 
“I’m watching you,” Yvonne warned.
Kendril clicked back the hammer on the pistol. He pointed it right at Kara’s head.
Kara flinched. “Kendril—?”
Kendril’s jaw worked for a moment. He closed his eyes, then opened them again. “I thought you were dead.”
“I know,” Kara said.
“Who are you?” Kendril said. He tilted his head, looking at Kara’s eyes. “You sound like Kara, you look like her—” He took a deep breath. “But how do I know for sure that it’s you? How do I know that you’re not really Indigoru?”
“I’ve been with her for weeks, Kendril,” Joseph said. “Do you really think I could be that gullible and stupid?”
Kendril didn’t take his eyes off Kara’s face. “I believe that love might have blinded you.”
“And what about Maklavir?” Joseph said, his eyes flashing angrily. 
“Him too.” Kendril rubbed a gloved hand across his stubble-covered face. His eyes were red and bloodshot, his skin pale from pain and lack of sleep. 
“But not you, right Kendril?” Joseph’s words were tinged with venom. “After all, you shot her once before, didn’t you? Why should it surprise me to see you do it again?”
Kara lifted her head, but didn’t say anything. 
“Enough talking,” Yvonne said. “Do it now, Kendril, or I will.”
Kendril looked hard at Kara. He slowly tightened his finger on the pistol’s trigger. The barrel of the weapon began to tremble.
“I’ve trekked halfway across Rothland looking for you,” Kara said at last. “I’ve had nightmarish dreams and visions, all about you, right here in Redemption. That’s why I’m here, Kendril. That’s why Joseph is here, because he believes me, even if this is the last place he wanted to come.” Her eyes fell down to the floor. “And that’s why Maklavir gave himself to those pirates to buy our freedom.” She glanced back up, her eyes earnest and glistening. “Maybe Indigoru is still inside me, Kendril. I don’t know. I can’t promise anything for sure. But I feel like myself again. My memories and thoughts are my own. I came here to save you, because that’s what I know I need to do.” She looked at the barrel of the pistol. “So I guess you need to do what you need to do.”
Kendril readjusted his grip. The gun was shaking visibly in his hand now. 
“Do it now, Kendril,” Yvonne commanded.
For one, tense moment, no one spoke or moved.
Kendril lowered his pistol. He took a step back. “I can’t,” he said in a choking voice. “I can’t do it.”
“I see,” said Yvonne. She shifted her pistol towards Kara. “Then I will.”
Kendril jumped forward and lifted his own pistol.
Yvonne and Kendril both fired at the same moment.
 
“That chanting gives me the creeps.” The militiaman shifted the old musket on his shoulder, looking back over the tops of the nearby buildings towards the eastern side of Redemption. “What is a Harnathu, anyways?”
The second militiaman shrugged. He huddled against the one relatively dry patch against the palisade wall. “Their chief, maybe? Some kind of god?”
“Whatever it is, it doesn’t matter,” said a dragoon on the rampart above them. He looked down over the edge, adjusting the carbine on his shoulder. “And both you blokes are supposed to be watching for danger, not jabbering away.”
“Oh, come on,” said the first militiaman. He sat down on a broken rocking chair that had been dragged out into the mud by the wall. “All the action is going on over by the eastern gate. We’ve got nothing to worry about over here.”
“Famous last words,” the dragoon growled. He stepped back to the edge of the wall and looked out over the broken woods that covered the southwestern approach to Redemption.
The second militiaman glanced nervously over at the locked and barred postern door in the palisade wall. “You don’t think they’d make a try for this little entrance, do you?”
The first militiaman spat onto the ground. “What would be the point?” 
The dragoon glared at both men standing down on the ground. “Both of you shut up.”
“No one put you in charge,” the first militiaman sneered. He reached for his belt and pulled out a large metal flask. “Something to chase the chill away.”
The second militiaman licked his lips and looked longingly at the liquor. “Don’t suppose there’s enough to share?”
The first militiaman swallowed and wiped his mouth. He handed the canteen over. “Knock yourself out.”
The dragoon looked down again at both men and shook his head. He turned back to the wall, pulling his coat up against the cold breeze.
“First chance I get,” the first militiaman said, “I’m on a boat to Archangel.”
The second militiaman coughed, pulling the canteen away from his mouth. “We could still win,” he said in a small voice. “Hold the howlers back long enough for—”
“That ain’t gonna happen.” The first militiaman kicked his feet up on a log. “Redemption is finished, and the General knows it.”
The second militiaman handed back the canteen. “I heard the mayor is dead,” he said in a near-whisper.
“Wouldn’t surprise me,” the first militiaman grunted. “I told you before, there’s—”
“Quiet,” the dragoon hushed. He pulled the carbine off his shoulder. “I thought I saw something out there. In the woods.”
The first militiaman chuckled. “A deer, probably. Or a squirrel.” He glanced over at the postern door. “Stop worrying. That door’s solid oak. The Jombards would need a battering ram to get through it.”
“That’s right,” the second militiaman said with a nervous smile. “A battering ram.”
“And you know something else?” The first militiaman leaned forward conspiratorially. “There’s talk that—”
“Jombards!”
Both the militiamen jumped to their feet. They grabbed their weapons. 
A young, beautiful woman, her cloak torn and muddy and her dark hair in disarray, came running out from between two of the buildings. “There!” she cried, pointing back behind her. “In the town! A band of them!” She reached the second militiaman, and fell fainting into his arms. “Oh, Eru, help me please, please!”
The first militiaman stepped forward and raised his musket. “Where are they? How the devil did they get inside the walls?”
The dragoon crossed over, his carbine up at his shoulder and ready to fire. “I don’t see anyone,” he called down. 
“Neither do I,” the first militiaman called up over his shoulder. He glanced behind him. “Where did—?”
His mouth dropped open.
The second militiaman was face down by the wall in a pool of his own blood.
The first militiaman swung his musket around, ready to fire.
The dark-haired woman was already, somehow, beside him. She gave an apologetic smile. “I lied,” she whispered.
The first militiaman felt ice down his spine. He opened his mouth to say something.
Bronwyn drove her dagger sideways into his neck, cutting his major artery. She stepped back deftly to avoid getting blood on her dress as the man fell.
The dragoon on top of the wall glanced down at them, his carbine still pointed back towards the town. “What on Zanthora is—?” He stopped mid-sentence, seeing the two bodies on the ground beneath him.
Bronwyn had already pulled out a small hand crossbow. She lifted it and shot the dragoon just under the chin with the bolt. 
He gurgled, clutched at the projectile, then fell off the ramparts and into the mud by the other two bodies.
Bronwyn gave a sigh and brushed some dirt off her robe. “This is why I need my own assassin.” She pulled up the hood of her cloak and walked over to the postern door. With a grunt she lifted the heavy wooden bars that locked it shut. Then she stepped back and pulled the door open.
Odgar stepped through, his body covered with war paint and fresh battle scars. Behind him were a score of Jombards, with more emerging from the woods. 
Bronwyn gave a mock bow. “The town is yours, oh mighty chieftain.”
“Save it for the Fang,” Odgar growled. He glanced indifferently at the bodies by the postern door. “You didn’t break a nail or anything, did you?”
“Getting into Redemption with the rest of the refugees was more challenging than this.” Bronwyn gave a cutting smile. “You’d better hurry, Odgar. Your men will be spotted any moment.”
“All I need is a moment,” Odgar said with a predatory grin. He hefted his battleaxe. “To me, Jombards! Redemption is ours!”
He ran forward.
 
The twin blasts were deafening in the enclosed room. Smoke and sparks spat out from both pistol barrels, filling the air with clouds of gunpowder. 
Yvonne gave a cry. She lurched back and crashed against the wall near the front door.
Kendril barreled into Kara. Both of them tumbled to the floor in a tangled heap.
Renaald turned, his eyes on Yvonne. He opened his mouth to say something.
Joseph batted away the tip of the Ghostwalker’s rapier with the back of his arm, then punched the man full in the face.
Renaald slammed back into a potted plant near the wall. 
“Kara!” Joseph yelled. He started forward, one and on his rapier
Yvonne tried to struggle to her feet. Blood flowed freely from a gunshot wound in her arm. She clamped her free hand over the injury, her face pale from the strain. “Ashes,” she cursed. She started to lift her wounded arm that held her smoking two-barreled pistol. 
Beckett stepped forward, his sword out and in his hand. He stomped on Yvonne’s wrist hard with his boot, pinning it and the pistol to the floor with a bone-grinding crunch. 
Yvonne gave out a blood-curdling scream. Her twitching hand let go of the pistol. 
“I don’t much take to hurting a woman,” Beckett said as he brought his sword up to Yvonne’s neck, “but you are sorely tempting me, ma’am.”
“Kara!” Joseph said again. He moved quickly over to Kara’s side.
“I’m fine,” the red-headed woman sputtered. She got to her feet with Joseph’s help. “I’m alright, Joseph.”
“Olan,” Renaald said. He got to his feet, a hand over his nose. His eyes darted between Yvonne and Olan. “Sir, what should I—?”
Olan looked over at the man and lifted an eyebrow. “Oh, so now you’re following my orders? I thought you were taking orders from her.”
Tomas opened his mouth, but nothing came out.
“Tomas, take Yvonne’s weapon.” Olan stood still, his arms still folded. 
“Yes, sir,” said Tomas with no little satisfaction in his voice. He bent down and snatched the pistol off the ground. 
“I’m still-still in command,” Yvonne said, her voice choking and sputtering. “Renaald, Tomas, I order you both to kill the abomination! Now!”
Neither man moved.
Kara took a step forward, her eyes flashing. “I told you before, Indigoru is gone. Killing me won’t help anything. If we don’t—” She turned her head, and her words died in her mouth.
Kendril was face down on the floor, unmoving. A slow puddle of red was seeping out from beneath him.
“Oh, Eru,” Kara breathed. “Oh Eru no, please no.” She threw herself down at Kendril’s side, and rolled the man over. 
Kendril’s eyes were closed, his face drained of color. A bullet hole was torn into his vest on his lower right side. His shirt and trousers were already wet with blood.
Kara looked up. “Joseph—”
The pathfinder was already on the ground beside her. He threw off his herb satchel, tossing it next to Kendril’s body. “Hot water and clean bandages,” he ordered to no one in particular. “Fast.” His hand moved in a blur, pulling items out of his satchel. 
Callen leapt down across from Joseph. He pressed both his gloved hands over the bleeding gunshot wound. “Exit wound?” 
“I didn’t see,” Joseph said. “Can you see any blood? A hole?”
“Let the traitor die, Callen,” Yvonne croaked. She had pulled out a long scarf and was pressing it against her bleeding arm. “Can’t you see what’s happening here? Indigoru will return through that woman and destroy us all. Just like at Vorten. Just like—”
Beckett brought the edge of his sword close enough to Yvonne’s neck to cut off the rest of her words. “Seriously,” he snarled. “Shut. Up.”
“The bullet’s lodged,” Joseph announced as he got to his feet. “We’ll have to get it out. He might be bleeding internally. I don’t know.”
Kara collapsed back against the wall. She slid down to a sitting position. Her body shook uncontrollably. “Oh, Eru, it’s all my fault. I should never have come here, I—”
“Kara,” said Joseph sharply. “Snap out of it. I need hot water, fast. Help me or he’ll die.”
A horn sounded outside. 
Beckett straightened. “That’s the warning signal. If—”
A gunshot sounded, then another and another. 
Olan’s face tightened. “The Jombards. They’re attacking Redemption.”
 
Captain Markus fired his carbine. The weapon thundered in his ears, belching out smoke and fire. 
A Jombard lurched back on the ground below. He fell into the mud of the street and didn’t move.
Not that it mattered. A large group of Jombards were coming right at the eastern gate.
Coming at it from inside the town.
“Shoot them!” Markus yelled. He slapped the shoulder of the dragoon next to him, pointing down at the charging Jombards. “Stop them before they get to the—”
A roar of voices came from behind Markus.
He spun, already reaching for another carbine cartridge. 
The line of Jombards outside Redemption was moving forward, charging directly at the palisade wall. They were screaming, chanting, hungry for blood. Many held makeshift ladders and crude battering rams. 
The dragoons on the wall shot their carbines off, some at the Jombards below in the town and some at the Jombards charging the wall from outside.
Captain Markus moved to the stairs that led down from the rampart. He reloaded his carbine, ramming down the shot and paper.
A thundering boom sounded from further along the wall as a cannon fired off. 
Screams erupted from the charging Jombards, intermixed with gibbering cries, howls, and wailing shouts. 
It didn’t matter. None of it mattered. If the Jombards inside the town got the gate open, then everything was lost. 
“With me!” Markus yelled at a group of stunned dragoons on top of the ramparts. He scurried down the stairs, not looking to see if the men were following him or not. 
The Jombards were coming straight for the gate. At their head was a mountain of a man, a Jombard chieftain with a battleaxe and a vial hanging around his neck. 
Captain Markus hit the ground and fired his carbine from the hip.
The nearest Jombard was knocked back by the force of the bullet. He slammed into the side of a fur trader store.
Markus threw down his carbine and drew his sword.
The Jombards surged forward with howls and screams.
From outside the palisade wall came the sound of whizzing arrows and skirling pipes. And above it all was the chanting of the barbarians, intermixed with the gunfire of the dragoons and militiamen.
A dozen men, mixed dragoons and militiamen, piled down off the stairs right behind Markus.
“Hold the gate!” Markus yelled. He rushed forward to meet the first oncoming Jombard.
The barbarian yelped a whooping war cry. He held a two-handed club with spikes driven into the wood. 
Markus ducked under the powerful but clumsy swing of the Jombard warrior, then cut hard with his own sword.
The Jombard screamed and stumbled back, blood exploding from a savage cut across his chest. 
And then it was a confusing mix of gunfire, bodies locked in mortal combat, and splattering mud. 
 
“I’ve got a fire started in the kitchen,” Kara said as she rushed back into the room. “A pot of water’s set to—” She looked away quickly as she saw that Callen and Joseph were actually removing the bullet from Kendril’s pale body. 
More gunfire erupted from outside, banging away in a steady patter. A cannon boomed again.
“They’re attacking the wall,” said Beckett anxiously. He glanced at the door to the town hall. “Markus will need help.”
“The Jombards are not the danger,” Yvonne hissed. She sat crumpled against the wall. “It’s her, fool. She will bring Indigoru.” She looked over at Olan. “You know that I’m right, Olan. You know the rules of our Order. She must be dest—”
“Didn’t I tell you before to shut up?” Beckett growled. 
“We’ll save arguments over Kara’s fate for another time,” Olan said with a scowl. “Right now there are more important things to worry about.” He glanced down at Kendril’s unmoving form. “If Kendril was telling the truth, and the Jombard commander has a Soulbinder, then he’s the priority.”
“Oh,” said Kara as she crossed her arms, “so you’re not going to kill me now, but you’re probably going to kill me later? That’s very comforting.”
“Close him up,” Joseph said to Callen. He dropped a misshapen, bloody lead bullet onto the floor. 
Callen began swiftly sewing up the open wound.
Kendril’s breath was shallow, almost non-existent. He was as pale as death. 
Joseph began to mop the blood from around the wound with a cloth. “I have herbs that will help. The greenish vial there.”
“I know greenpeal paste when I see it,” Callen grunted. 
Joseph glanced back at Kara. “We’ll need that hot water as soon as we can get it.”
Kara nodded. “It will be a couple minutes before—”
Another horn blast sounded from outside.
Olan drew his sword. “All right, we’re through waiting. Renaald, you’re with me. Callen, I need you too. There will be wounded.”
“Thirty seconds,” Callen said between his teeth. He kept stitching. 
“What about me?” Tomas asked.
Olan paused for a moment. “I need you to stay here and...protect Yvonne.”
“Guard me, you mean,” Yvonne spat. “You’ll answer for this when we return to Rothland, Olan. I won’t—”
“I should remind you,” Olan said coldly, “that Sword has command authority in situations that involve open conflict, even over Staff prerogatives.” 
Another rattling of gunfire sounded through the walls. 
“And I would call this open conflict,” Olan finished. He looked up at Renaald. “And I don’t need to remind you, Renaald, that I expect you to obey my every command without hesitation.”
Renaald rubbed his bruised nose. “Yes, sir.”
Kara came back into the room, carrying a pot of steaming water. “It hasn’t boiled yet, but—”
“It will have to do.” Joseph took the top off and dumped a small bag of herbs into the pot. A sweet, heady scent instantly filled the room.
Callen stepped back, rubbing an arm across his forehead. “Done.” He reached for the rag.
Olan gave Kendril a disinterested glance. “Will he live?”
Joseph mixed the herbs into the water. “I don’t know. He’s lost a lot of blood, and there’s no real way to tell how much internal damage was done.”
Olan sniffed. “Be easier if he died, I suspect. He’s still a traitor in the eyes of the Order.” He strode towards the door and opened it, magnifying the sounds of fighting. “Renaald, Callen, you’re with me.”
“Me too,” said Beckett. He lifted his sword and glanced back one more time at Kendril. “My sword’s feeling a little hungry for Jombard blood.”
They rushed out the door, tromping down the front steps of the town hall.
Kara looked after them. She bit her lip hard, then unslung her bow.
Joseph glanced up from where he was treating Kendril’s wound. “Kara, don’t.”
Kara readied the bow. “I can help them.”
“You’re wounded,” Joseph said. 
Kara reached for an arrow and fitted it to the string of her bow. “I can shoot. It hurts, but I can do it.”
Joseph got quickly to his feet. “I...need your help here, Kara. With Kendril—”
“You have Tomas,” Kara said quickly. “Besides, you’ve stabilized him. There’s not much else you or I can do.”
Joseph stopped.
Tomas shrugged. “She’s got a point, mate.”
Joseph glared at the Ghostwalker. “No one asked you.”
“Joseph,” said Kara softly. She put a hand on his arm. “I can do this. I have to do this.”
Joseph turned his head away. “I—I lost you once already, and I can’t—”
“I know,” said Kara. She squeezed his arm.
Joseph took a breath. He looked up. “Go.”
Kara raced for the door and disappeared outside.
Yvonne gave a coughing laugh. “It doesn’t matter anyway,” she gasped.
Tomas and Joseph both looked down at the wounded Ghostwalker.
“We’re all dead already,” she sighed, closing her eyes. “You just don’t realize it yet.”
Joseph soaked one of the bandages in the herbal mixture. “You still think the Seteru are coming to Redemption?”
“No,” said Yvonne, her eyes still closed. “Can’t you feel it? They’re already here.”
 
 



Chapter 21
 
Captain Markus drew his wheelock pistol and fired it at the closest Jombard.
The point blank shot knocked the barbarian flat on his back. He skidded in the mud and didn’t get back up.
The air was thick with gun smoke and the sounds of fighting and dying men. The roar of the attacking Jombards on the other side of the wall was almost deafening. What was worse, it was drawing away the attention of far too many of the dragoons and militiamen from the crucial action going on before the gate.
If the Jombards got the gate open, it was all over.
Markus wheeled and chopped savagely with his sword. He deflected a blow from an iron sword, then jabbed through the smoke at the fleeing form of a Jombard. He was out of breath, his body aching from the strain of combat and action. 
Bodies already littered the muddy street in front of the eastern gate. The action was intense, claiming the lives of both sides.
But the gate was still closed.
Markus turned. He wiped sweat away from his forehead, only to realize that it was blood. Somehow, his forehead was had been cut. He couldn’t even recall how. He looked back behind him.
The numbers of dragoons and militiamen behind him were quickly diminishing. The Jombards seemed to sense their advantage, and pressed harder towards the gate.
“Hold!” Markus yelled. His throat itched and burned from the hanging gunpowder. “Hold the gate!”
The Jombard chieftain emerged from the drifting pall of smoke. He smiled at Markus and lifted his battleaxe.
Markus steadied his feet in the mud, and lifted his sword. Regnuthu could take his soul if he let that Jombard anywhere near the gate. 
More Jombards emerged from behind nearby buildings, whooping and howling as they ran.
Markus’ heart sank. These Jombards had to be coming from somewhere. A side entrance or postern door in another section of the wall had been breached. It was the only possible explanation. 
That meant that the town was already compromised. The Jombards were trickling in through whatever entrance they had gained. If they got the gate open, they would pour in like a flood.
Markus hadn’t asked to be posted to this forsaken bit of land on the edge of the known world. But by Eru, if he was going to die here he was going to make the most of it.
“Come on,” Markus yelled at the Jombard chieftain. “You want that gate? You’ll have to go through me first.”
The Jombard chieftain merely smiled. He reached for a vial that hung around his neck by a leather cord. 
 
“General?” The militiaman banged up the steps of the town hall, breathless from running. He peered inside the open front door. “Lord Ravenbrook, the Colonel—” He stopped cold as soon as he saw Kendril lying motionless and bandaged on the ground. 
Joseph shook water off his hands and dried them on a towel. “Out with it, man. What’s the situation out there?”
The militiaman, a young man barely out of his teens, still stared wide-eyed at Kendril. “It’s—it’s bad, sir. The Jombards have gotten into the town somehow. They’re scattering about and causing havoc—” The militiaman glanced up at Joseph, then over at Tomas. “Who—who are you gentlemen?”
Joseph threw the towel onto the nearby desk. “Friends of Lord Ravenbrook. How many ships are left in the harbor?”
The militiaman gave a helpless shrug. “I’m—I’m not sure, sir. Most left with the morning tide. There’s a few left, one big grain ship from Arbela and a few smaller fishing boats.”
“All right, listen to me.” Joseph moved out from around Kendril’s motionless form. “Ken—I mean Lord Ravenbrook has been badly injured. Shot. We need to get him down to the harbor and get him on a ship. Can you get someone to help us?”
The militiaman stared at Kendril again, as if mesmerized. “I—I can try to round up someone.”
“Good.” Joseph grabbed his greatcoat and pulled it on. “Do it fast. We’ll need a cart or wagon or something.”
The militiaman nodded eagerly. “They’re using stretchers to take the wounded down to the harbor from the brewery.”
“That will do. Get a stretcher.” Joseph glared at the young man. “And hurry.”
The militiaman saluted and scurried off into the street.
Tomas glanced over at Joseph. “Do you think it’s wise to move him in his condition?”
Joseph picked up his rapier and buckled it on. “We don’t have a choice.” He looked up at Tomas. “One way or another, the Jombards are coming.”
 
Odgar lifted the vial of the Great Fang’s blood and smiled. 
Markus braced his feet, his sword clutched in both hands. He had a sinking feeling he knew what was going to happen next. 
Odgar threw back the vial to drink down its contents. 
His head exploded.
Markus stared in surprise as the barbarian chieftain topped over to the side, a messy stump where his head had once been.
“Guard the gate!” came a booming voice to the right. “Secure it, you dogs! Don’t let the howlers get near.”
Surprised, Captain Markus looked to the side.
Colonel Root dashed over, a smoking pistol in one hand and a bared blade in the other. He hacked and cursed at a Jombard warrior in his path.
Behind Root were about a dozen militiamen, some armed only with halberds, half-pikes, even axes and rakes. They gave a cheering yell and crashed into the reeling Jombards by the eastern gate.
Markus turned his face back to the enemy, his confidence surging once again. “Push them back, lads!” He rushed toward the nearest Jombard and cut him down. 
Colonel Root stepped over Odgar’s dead body with a grin, and glanced over at Markus. “Best not to let them drink anything,” he yelled over the clamor of the battle. “We’ve got enough trouble without werewolves.”
Markus grinned in return, then threw himself at the faltering Jombards.
They could do this. They could push back the Jombards in the town, hold back the army assaulting the wall, and then—
A cry of despair rose up from the ramparts. A couple of the dragoons screamed in terror.
Confused, Markus looked behind him. 
The dragoons and the militiamen on the ramparts near the gate were in a panic. Some were throwing their arms over their head and ducking back below the level of the wall. Others threw down their weapons and were running down the stairs or back along the ramparts.
Markus felt a cold chill crawl up his spine. What could the Jombards have that was so terrible, so awful that—
A roar sounded. 
Not just a roar. It was a massive, rage-filled bellow unlike anything that Markus had ever heard before in his life. The ground actually vibrated from the sound. Puddles in the street rippled wildly. The windows in several of the nearby stores that had not already broken hummed and shook. 
For a moment after the roar ended, Captain Markus heard only a ringing in his ears. He stared at the gate and the wall, forgetting the Jombards behind him. 
What on Zanthora could possibly—?
The eastern gate buckled with a blow like a cannon shot.
 
“Tuldor’s beard,” Beckett swore. He hesitated in the side street for a moment, looking frantically around. “What was that?”
The echoes of the roar still seemed to throb in the air. 
Olan turned around, his face half-hidden by the hood of his cloak. “That was no werewolf,” he said darkly.
Renaald stepped up beside his leader, his rapier out and at the ready. He glanced up the street. “It could have been...perhaps just a-a—”
Kara came around the corner, panting from the run.
Beckett glanced back at her, a stern look on his craggy face. “Now see here, miss, there’s no call for you to be up here with—”
Kara gave out a cry and almost fell to the ground. She bent double, gasping in pain.
“Ashes,” Beckett exclaimed. He rushed forward and grabbed Kara with both of his huge hands. “Are you all right?”
Callen started forward as well, reaching for his satchel. 
“I can feel him,” Kara moaned. She took a breath between her teeth, forcing herself back up to a wobbly stand. “He’s here. He’s here.”
Renaald and Olan exchanged a nervous look. 
“Who’s here?” Olan ventured.
Kara looked up at them, her eyes wide with terror. “Harnathu.”
 
“Here, sir.” The young militiaman bundled in through the door, carrying a simple wood and fabric stretcher. 
Another militiaman, an older man who looked like he had farmed crops most of his life, came in behind the first man. He gaped at Kendril’s fallen form. “Is that the-the—?”
“The General. Yes.” Joseph pointed at the stretcher. “All right, set that up there. We’re going to get him on the stretcher on the count of three. Got him? Good. Ready? One. Two—”
The men hovered near Kendril, hesitant to touch him as if he were a saint.
“Three,” Joseph said.
With a couple grunts they lifted Kendril as one and put him squarely on the stretcher. 
Kendril moaned. His eyes flickered, but didn’t open. 
Joseph slapped the young militiaman on the shoulder. “You take that end.” He turned to the older militiaman. “And you grab the other. We’re taking him down to the harbor.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Yvonne said. “He’s already dead. We’re all dead. It’s just a matter of time. None of us are going to leave her alive.”
“With respect, ma’am,” said Tomas in a low voice, “I think you had best conserve your strength.” He turned to Joseph, keeping his voice barely above a whisper. “You heard that sound? The roar?”
Joseph steadied the stretcher as the two militiamen lifted it. He almost didn’t want to acknowledge Tomas’ comment. “I heard. It doesn’t change anything.” He turned to the militiamen. “Let’s go. Straight to the harbor, understand? Don’t stop for any—”
“Joseph....” Kendril weakly held up a hand and clutched the sleeve of Joseph’s greatcoat.
Startled, Joseph looked down at the semi-conscious man.
“Get...Simon....” Kendril murmured. His eyes fluttered and closed again.
Tomas gave Joseph a half-smile. “Simon? His mule Simon?”
Joseph rubbed a hand across his face to hide his angry scowl. “Sounds about right. I come halfway across Zanthora to look for the man who almost killed the woman I love, save his life after he gets shot, and then he sends me out to get his blasted mule.”
Tomas’ smile vanished. “I suppose. Then again, it looked to me like this time around he saved Kara’s life by taking the bullet himself.”
Joseph frowned. “Maybe. Now if you’ll excuse me, apparently there’s a mule I need to collect.”
 
A second blow slammed into the gate. 
Pieces of splintered wood exploded from the frame. The huge crossbars that locked the gate into place bent and cracked, almost shattering in two. 
Markus gawked at the gate. He was shocked into inaction. That was no battering ram. It was too big, too powerful—
The men on the wall screamed and wailed. Several were cowering in fear or abandoning their positions. 
What on Zanthora—?
“Fall back,” Colonel Root yelled. He swept his arm towards the nearby buildings. “Move back to—”
Another deafening roar sounded.
Markus actually fell to his knees, dropping his sword. He covered his ears against the sound, his eyes watering from the pain. 
The gate kicked backwards, almost flying open. The bars cracked and shed splinters. Smoke began to curl up from underneath the gate itself. The wood began to blacken, as if it were being burned by some intense heat from the other side.
Markus felt a hand on his shoulder, pulling him back to his feet.
Ashamed, he grabbed his sword off the ground. He looked behind him. 
Colonel Root was shouting something at him, but Markus couldn’t hear over the ringing sound in his ears.
Markus shook his head, trying to clear his hearing.
The chant from the Jombards had risen and become louder, drowning out even the occasional gunshots from the men on the ramparts. 
Harnathu...Harnathu...Harnathu...
“We have to pull them back,” Root yelled, practically in Markus’ ear. “That gate’s going to go any second.” He raised his voice again, slashing backwards with his sword. “Everyone, fall back to the second line, now! Move!”
The dragoons and militiamen that were still able to move begin to fly off the wall, shoving each other to get down the stairs.
Colonel Root moved back, pulling Markus with him.
The gate shattered open. Pieces of wood and metal scythed out in all directions, hitting some of the fleeing dragoons like shrapnel. 
Markus stared into the smoke that curled out of the opening, trying to tell himself that he wasn’t seeing the impossibly huge shape that was emerging from the pall. 
Then he screamed.
 
Kara ran, trying to ignore the stabbing pain in her chest. She was out of breath, and her lungs seemed to burn. The bow in her hand felt unnaturally heavy. Her head was swimming.
And then the second roar came. 
Her chest exploded in pain, fiery lances that seemed to cut through bone and flesh. She collapsed to her knees in mid-run, trying to breathe. She couldn’t cry out. The pain was too bad.
Beckett reversed, running back to her. He put a massive hand on her shoulder. “Are you all right, lass?”
“Fine. I’m fine,” Kara gasped. The pain was subsiding. She staggered to her feet, half-helped by Beckett’s steady grip. 
“You should turn around, lass,” Beckett said in a low but firm voice. “This is no place for you.”
Kara shrugged off the man’s hand with more pique than she actually felt. “I told you I’m fine. We need to—”
A booming crash echoed through the streets of the town.
Beckett lifted his head, his face haggard. “That was the gate,” he spat. “The Jombards are in the town.”
 
It was a wolf. 
No, not a wolf. Not even a werewolf. The creature, if it even was a creature, was huge. Bigger than a draft horse, as big as one of the fabled tusked creatures far to the south. 
It stepped forward into the space in front of the gate. Steam and smoke rose from its bodies. Its eyes glowed with an incessant fire. Sparks drift and float down from its body.
It was like a werewolf, only five times as big. And in place of fur, its body was metal. Glowing, red-hot metal. It radiated heat that caused the air around it to shimmer and dance. The puddles at its feet steamed and evaporated. 
And around its neck, seemingly unaffected by the furnace-like heat that the creature exuded, hung a pendant with a single, blood-red jewel. 
Markus stared, his body rooted to the spot. Nothing like that could possibly exist. It was impossible, a very twisting of every conceivable natural law.
He knew what he was looking at, and the thought of it was almost enough to drive every ounce of sanity out of him. 
It was a creature of the Void. One of the Seteru. Just like the one that had destroyed Vorten at the beginning of the Despair. 
Only this one was right here, in Redemption.
“Eru help us,” Colonel Root whispered. Like Markus, he seemed frozen in place.
The Seteru incarnated raised its mockery of a wolf’s head. It looked over the terrified dragoons and militiamen, and then almost seemed to smile. 
“Where is the Demonbane?” Its voice rumbled and reverberated through the air, like thunder in dry heat. “Let him come and face Harnathu, the god of slaughter and blood.”
Colonel Root finally found his wits and his feet. He stepped back, dragging Markus with him. They tripped up onto one of the boardwalks of the nearest street. “Shoot it!” he ordered. “Shoot it now!”
No one moved. 
The Seteru stepped forward. Its huge metallic foot sank down into the mud and mire of the street, sending an eruption of steam up into the air. The muck actually began to boil where it touched Harnathu’s body. 
Olan came running out into the street, followed quickly by Renaald and Callen. They all stopped short at the sight of the monstrosity in front of the gate. 
“Eru in Pelos,” Olan swore. He looked over at Root and Markus. “A cannon. We need a cannon. The biggest you can—”
Harnathu jutted his head forward and growled. The sound caused the wood in the boardwalk to vibrate. 
“Bring me the Demonbane, mortals,” Harnathu said. It took another step forward. “I would teach him pain, and defeat.”
“I said shoot it!” Colonel Root repeated. He reached for his own pistol and started to reload it with shaking hands. 
A few of the dragoons managed to shake themselves from their terrified state. They raised their carbines at the abomination in front of them.
Harnathu stepped forward again. He spread his paws out to either side. The dark metal fingers ended in razor-sharp steel claws.
Beckett and Kara came running around the corner. Both stopped cold, their faces aghast.
Harnathu began to stride forward, smoke curling from his red-hot form. 
“Fire!” Colonel Root cried.
A smattering of gunshots flashed out from the dragoons, along with a couple crossbows and even the twang of a hunting bow. 
The shots pattered and pinged off Harnathu’s metal skin as if they were pebbles. 
The creature gave a bellowing growl that sounded strangely like a laugh. “You seek to kill a god, with those?”
“Back!” Olan shouted. “Everyone back now!”
The dragoons and militiamen didn’t need a second urging. They started to run for the buildings and streets of the town.
Harnathu bunched his clawed hands into fists and raised them towards the sky, then slammed them down into the ground in front of him.
A wall of flame exploded outwards from Harnathu’s hands in an expanding ring, sweeping across the mud and puddle-strewn ground. 
Beckett grabbed Kara around the waist even as she was readying her bow. He yanked her back behind the corner of the building.
Colonel Root and Captain Markus both ducked into a nearby doorway.
Olan and the other two Ghostwalkers ran for the corner of the street.
And then the fire swept in.
 
The town was practically deserted. The few people that Joseph saw were running hard for the sheltered causeway that led down to the beach and the docks. 
So this was Redemption. How long had Joseph been here? Less than twelve hours? So much for that. Something told him he wasn’t going to be coming back anytime soon. 
Assuming, of course, that he managed to make it out of here alive.
Joseph turned the corner of one of the streets, skidding in the mire.
The large town stables were directly ahead. 
Joseph caught his breath, then jogged towards the building. He could only hope that Kendril’s blasted mule was there. 
Why was he even doing this? Once again, it was Joseph the errand boy to the rescue. Joseph the man who would follow the woman he loved halfway across the known world just to hear her tell him that she didn’t know how she felt about him. 
Tuldor’s beard, why did he even care about this stupid animal, anyways?
Joseph reached the entrance to the stables. Unsurprisingly, there were no signs of any stable hands or guards. He made his way back into the stalls. Most of them were empty. Joseph cupped his hands to his mouth. “Simon!”
There was a braying sound towards the back. A familiar gray head poked out of one of the stalls. 
“We’re leaving, you big brute,” Joseph shouted. “Come on.”
The mule brayed again, then backed out of sight.
“Talin’s ashes,” Joseph spat out. “I don’t have time for this.” He strode down the center of the stalls, kicking up hay and straw as he went. “The town’s coming apart out there, you stupid beast. Now come on!”
The mule pushed the tip of his muzzle out, then showed his teeth.
Joseph stopped in his tracks. “Great Eru. I am not going to take that from you.” He stopped, and gave a deep sigh. “Great,” he said under his breath, “now I’m having conversations with a dumb animal.”
Simon stuck his head out again and gave Joseph a plaintive look.
“It’s like this,” Joseph said angrily. “Your precious master has been shot and is a hair’s breadth from death. There’s an army of Jombards just outside of town, and they’re going to come crashing in here to kill everything in sight, if they haven’t already. If you don’t come with me then you’ll be left behind. Do you want to be left behind?”
Simon looked down miserably at the floor .His ears drooped onto his head.
Joseph spread his arms. “I’m here, aren’t I? I came back for you, even though I’m risking my life to do it, and even though you’re just a dumb mule.”
Simon lifted his head and brayed.
“Well you are,” Joseph said irritably. He turned and leaned back against one of the stalls, a defeated look on his face. “And why am I here? Because I’m a sap, that’s why.” He gave the mule a forlorn look. “I’m always doing what’s right, even when it costs me. Like helping a woman who apparently feels nothing for me. And pulling a bullet out of a man I swore I could never forgive. And I’m tired of it, Simon. What has any of this gotten me?”
Simon whimpered. He lashed his tail in an understanding fashion.
“Maybe it’s time I started thinking of myself,” Joseph said. He stared down at the ground, and shook his head with a self-deprecating scowl. “It’s been so long I don’t even know what I want anymore.”
Simon trudged over. He pushed his muzzle into Joseph’s side.
Joseph reached out and rubbed the creature’s muzzle. “I can see why Kendril talks to you all the time. It’s strangely...comforting.”
Simon sniffed down by Joseph’s greatcoat pocket. 
Joseph sighed. “Oh come on. I was saving that.”
Simon looked up at him with big eyes and swept his tail again.
“Fine.” Joseph dug a hand into his pocket. “Don’t say I never did anything for you.” He pulled out a bruised apple, and handed it over to the beast.
Simon grabbed it in his teeth and chewed it noisily. 
“There I go again,” Joseph sighed. “I’m always the nice guy, Simon. And nice guys finish last, don’t they?” He scratched the beast’s muzzle. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”
 
The buildings were burning.
Flames leapt and crackled up their sides, licking the wood and engulfing the boardwalk.
Screams and howls of pain sounded from the dragoons and militiamen who had been unable to get out of the way of the wave of fire. Several were on fire, groping and thrashing about as they burned to death. 
Many others were already dead.
Harnathu threw back his smoking head and gave a bestial roar. The sound shook the ground itself. 
With whooping yells, Jombards began to pour through the shattered remains of the gate.
“Fall back!” Colonel Root yelled over the din. “Everyone fall back to the causeway!”
Kara took a deep breath, then whipped around the corner. She bent back her bow, the arrow still notched at the string. The familiar stab of pain came in the middle of her chest, causing her eyes to water. She ignored it, aiming down the arrow shaft. 
“Are you crazy, lass?” Beckett said in alarm. He started towards her. “Get back to—”
She let go of the string. 
The arrow hissed out through the smoke-filled air, straight toward Harnathu’s head. It slammed into his metal skin and splintered apart. 
The Seteru didn’t even wince. He stepped forward and swung one of his massive claws at a group of fleeing dragoons. 
The men were cut apart by the monster’s slashing claws. 
Beckett tackled Kara around the waist and physically dragged her back behind cover. 
“Get off—” Kara said, squirming against his grip.
Dragoons and militiamen went running down the streets, shouting and cursing as they went.
Kara fit another arrow to her string.
“We have to go!” Beckett yelled. He pulled Kara back from the corner. “Come on, lass!”
Kara glanced back at him. “Don’t—”
The building in front of them disintegrated. 
The pieces of wood exploded out into the muddy street, falling like rain in the puddles and mire. 
Beckett and Kara stumbled back together, staring up in complete terror.
Harnathu towered above them, his metal body glowing with intense heat. He swung his head around and looked directly at the two of them. 
“Now,” he said in a terrible voice that seemed to echo through their skulls, “you die.”
 



Chapter 22
 
The docks and beach were almost deserted. The crowd of refugees, the ships that had been harbored here the night before...almost all were gone. It had been a mass exodus, a retreat on the morning tide. 
Joseph couldn’t really blame any of those who had fled. Frankly, he was astounded that any ships were still left in the harbor at all. With the Jombards threatening the town itself, it was amazing that any of the captains would have the courage to stay behind. And yet some had.
Simon snorted uneasily and sniffed the air, twisting his ears about as they strode over the beach. 
Joseph patted him soothingly on the flank. 
The beach and docks were covered with discarded items of all sorts. Furniture, chests, clothing, broken bottles. Even weapons. There was little doubt that the retreat that had occurred here earlier this morning had been panicked and chaotic. 
The largest of the ships still left in the harbor was the Arbelan grain ship. It was pulled up to the longest and widest of the docks. 
Joseph hurried his step, pulling Simon along behind him. He got onto the dock and moved down towards the gangplanks.
A dragoon wearing a sergeant’s insignia came towards him, his carbine on his shoulder. “Just you?”
Joseph gestured back to the mule. “I have an animal, if there’s room.”
The dragoon scowled. “Not much room in the ship’s stalls, especially for a mule.”
“It’s Lord Ravenbrook’s mule,” said Joseph, searching for a moment to remember Kendril’s name. “If that makes a difference.”
The sergeant sighed. “We’ll see if we can make room.”
Joseph looked up at the large vessel. “I’m surprised this ship is still here.”
“The regiment’s taken temporary possession of it,” the sergeant responded. He took Simon’s bridle and handed it off to a young sailor. “We’re taking off the wounded and the last of the refugees.” He lowered his voice. “After these ships leave the harbor, there’s no telling when the next convoy out could be.”
Joseph gave a sober nod, his eyes lingering on the grain ship. The point was clear. This ship was the last line of escape for the foreseeable future.
“If you need to get on, sir, I suggest you do it now,” the sergeant said with a jerk of his thumb. “Can’t promise a comfy ride. But a crowded trip will be better than staying here with the Jombards.”
Joseph nodded. He had an uneasy feeling he couldn’t quite shake. He glanced up at the railing of the grain ship. “I should check on Lord Ravenbrook. Make sure his stitches are holding.”
The sergeant gave a confused look. “Lord Ravenbrook? The militia general?”
Joseph gave the man a sharp glance. “Yes. I had two militiamen bring him down here earlier.”
There was a fateful pause.
“I’m sorry, sir,” the sergeant said. “He never came this way.”
 
Olan came out of nowhere, his sword held in both hands. He dashed between the monstrous form of Harnathu and Beckett and Kara. 
Kara reached for another arrow.
“Run!” Olan screamed over his shoulder.
Kara started to fit the arrow to her bow. 
Beckett grabbed her and pulled her towards a nearby alley.
“Stop—” Kara gasped. The arrow fell from her hand.
Beckett picked her up off the ground as if she had been a child, still dragging her towards the alley.
Olan turned back to face Harnathu. “Go back to the Void, abomination!”
Harnathu turned his head towards Olan. He looked down at the Ghostwalker like a lion looking at an ant. “You are not the Demonbane,” he growled.
“Give me thirty seconds,” Olan snarled. He leapt forward, his sword flashing as he swung it at the creature with both hands. 
Harnathu rose with an earth-shattering roar, steel teeth and claws bared.
And then Kara and Beckett were in the safety of the alley.
“Put me down—” Kara squealed.
Beckett didn’t answer. He charged down the narrow alley like a bull, pounding through foul-smelling mud and brackish puddles.
Another ear-splitting roar echoed down the alley. A wave of heat overtook the pair, as if the air around them had been suddenly cooked.
They crashed out into the next street over. Panting, Beckett put Kara back down on her feet.
Gunfire and yelling filled the streets. Somewhere came the sound of glass breaking, along with the shouts and war cries of the Jombards. Smoke blossomed up into the sky from the burning buildings like a giant black wall. 
Beckett drew his sword, glancing back down the alley. “We’ve got to move, lass,” he said, still breathing hard. “Redemption is lost.”
Kara fumbled with her bow, fitting another arrow to the string. Her cheeks burned with hurt pride. To be carried, of all things—
A group of dragoons rushed by. One or two stopped to shoot back behind them at the oncoming Jombards. Most had thrown their weapons down or dropped them in their headlong flight.
Colonel Root appeared, waving his sword. “Fall back to the causeway!” he shouted. “All men fall back!”
Harnathu’s roar tore through the air again, loud and filled with fury.
Kara nodded. She didn’t want to imagine what had happened to Olan. “Alright,” she said after a second’s hesitation. “Let’s get to the docks.”
 
“Kendril?”
The world slowly swam into focus. Something like a gray mist seemed to lift from Kendril’s vision. He felt a sharp, stabbing pain in his side, like a hot knife being twisted. He tried to swallow, but his mouth was too dry.
“Come on, Kendril, I don’t have all day. And I really think you should be awake for this.”
That voice.
Kendril opened his eyes, fighting back a groan of pain. He blinked, trying to clear the fog.
He saw sky above him, and a line of rooftops. He could feel the cold, hard jutting of wooden planks in his back. 
“You know,” came the woman’s voice again, “it’s funny how often we get into this situation. You wounded, me with the power to end your life. It’s getting to be a regular occurrence.”
Kendril twisted his head, feeling the red-hot pain in his chest. He opened his cracked lips, trying to speak. “B-Bronwyn.”
She sat against the railing of the boardwalk, a dagger in her hand. Her dark hair flowed down over the shoulders of her robe. She gave him an understanding smile. “Good morning, Kendril. Good to see you again. It’s been forever, hasn’t it?”
Kendril flicked his eyes to the right and left, trying not to lose consciousness again. 
He was on a side street of Redemption, lying on the boardwalk. The bodies of two dead militiamen lay nearby.
Bronwyn noticed his gaze. “Oh, them.” She twisted the dagger around in her hand with a sigh. “Really, Kendril, you need to get better soldiers. They all seem to fall for the same trick.” She cupped her hands around her face. “Oh, please, I’m a helpless female in need of a strong man! Someone protect me!” She chuckled. “Hardly the cream of the crop you have here.”
Kendril didn’t answer. He reached slowly with his hand to the holster at his belt, wincing at the tearing pain in his chest.
Bronwyn giggled. “Please, Kendril, I’m not stupid. If you had any guns on you, I would have taken them before I woke you up.” She smiled and leaned in. “Sometimes you can be positively insulting.”
Kendril closed his eyes and let his hand fall back down. The pain in his chest was intense. His memory was blurred and fuzzy, but he recalled tackling Kara just as Yvonne had shot—
Shot. He had been shot. 
“You know,” Bronwyn continued, “I thought for sure you saw me on the road into Redemption. You looked positively gallant, with all that armor and riding on your horse.” She smiled. “I missed the black cloak, though. I have to say, you look much better with it on again.”
A bellowing roar echoed through the streets of Redemption. It was huge, massive. Not a werewolf....
Kendril opened his eyes, struggling to stay conscious despite the cloud that was over his brain. He glared up at Bronwyn. “What...are you...waiting for?” he managed to say. 
The raven-haired woman turned the dagger over in her hand. “Ah, yes. Believe me, Kendril, if it was up to me I would just slit your throat right now. But Harnathu wants you for himself.” She giggled. “He’s going to be so disappointed when he discovers that you can’t even stand up. I think he was expecting some epic battle.”
Kendril took a rattling breath. The pain was intense. “H-Harnathu?”
Bronwyn leaned her head back against the railing. “Oh, right. You missed that part, didn’t you?” She glanced down the street. “All of this, the invasion, the attack on Redemption...it’s been to summon Harnathu. The Great Fang discovered a Soulbinder somewhere in the ruins of the Forbidden City. Goddess only knows where exactly. He wouldn’t tell me.” She tested the edge of her dagger with her finger. “When the right rituals are performed, and enough people die to power the Soulbinder—” She shrugged. “Well, it enables the Seteru to break into the material world.” She nudged Kendril with her foot. “You remember all this. The same thing happened in Vorten. And now it’s happening here. Harnathu has come.”
Kendril felt his mind reel from the information. He tried to lift himself to a sitting position. Pain exploded across his chest. He dropped back down with a gasp, his body shaking.
Bronwyn clucked her tongue. “The great Demonbane of Vorten? Pathetic. When Harnathu finds you it will be a massacre.”
A gunshot echoed down the street, followed by another, then another.
Bronwyn lifted her head up at the noise. She sheathed her dagger and raised the hood of her robe. “Well, that’s my cue. I should be going before the fighting gets down this way.” She leaned down and gave Kendril a quick kiss on the cheek. “Always fun, Kendril. Sorry you’ll be dead in a few minutes.”
Kendril stared up at her, his teeth clenched together against the pain of the gunshot wound.
Bronwyn smiled one last time, then stood and turned around.
Joseph stood on the boardwalk right behind her, his rapier in his hand. “Hello Bronwyn,” he said. “I’m not sure if you ever got my name. It’s Joseph.”
 
Kara cried out in pain as she released the string of her bow.
The arrow shot through the air, catching a Jombard right in the chest. He staggered back and collapsed into the mud of the street.
Without pausing Kara whipped another arrow out of her quiver. She tried to ignore the pulsing burn that cut across her chest.
Beckett swung hard with his sword, roaring like a wild animal. Two Jombards went down in front of him, staining the puddles of the street with their blood. 
And still more Jombards came, howling and shouting as they ran through the streets of Redemption. The fire that Harnathu had started was spreading quickly, engulfing the eastern section of the town. Black smoke blotted out the sky.
Kara pulled back the string of her bow, fighting back a curse as the pain shot through her upper chest again. She aimed at a Jombard that was running up behind Beckett, a war-club raised high. Then she fired.
The arrow found its mark in the barbarian’s neck. He choked, sputtered, then dropped to the ground.
Beckett turned, out of breath. He glanced at the fallen Jombard. “Thanks, lass.”
Kara nodded. She was already notching another arrow. 
The streets had become a confusing battleground. Hundreds of Jombards were pouring into the town, destroying everything in their path. The reeling defenders of the town were falling back towards the fortified causeway that led down to the docks. The fighting was becoming disorganized and chaotic. Street to street, building to building. Even room to room. 
One thing was certain, however. Redemption was lost. Nothing would save it at this point. The defenders of the town were simply making a fighting retreat. Kara prayed to Eru that there was at least one ship left in the harbor. If not, then all the fleeing dragoons and militiamen would find themselves with their backs to the harbor and nowhere to go. 
And then there was Harnathu....
A resounding roar shook the burning buildings of Redemption.
Kara lifted her head, her eyes wide.
Beckett wiped sweat from his forehead. “We need to move, lass. To the harbor.”
As if to punctuate his words, a building two streets away collapsed, sending up an explosion of dust, smoke, and embers. 
“No argument here.” Kara turned, glancing down the narrow street behind her. She had a sudden thought of Joseph and Kendril. Were they safe? Had they made it on to one of the ships?
She had come all this way to save Kendril’s life. That’s what she had thought she was supposed to do, what she was driven to do. Now that she was here, things seemed anything but simple. Kendril had been shot because of her. How was she making anything better?
A score of Jombards came running around the corner of a ruined trading post just up the street, screaming and waving weapons. And behind them—
And behind them, something bigger approached, casting a dark shadow across the ground. The air seemed to vibrate and shimmer with heat. 
“Lass!” Beckett said. He grabbed her arm.
Kara didn’t wait for a second urging. She turned and ran for all she was worth down one of the side streets.
 
Bronwyn leaped back and drew her dagger.
Joseph stepped forward and raised his rapier.
Bronwyn smashed her knee down on Kendril’s chest and put her dagger against his throat.
Kendril gave a choking gasp. His eyes rolled shut.
“Don’t move, or I’ll cut his throat,” Bronwyn snarled.
Joseph stopped. He looked at Bronwyn, then Kendril. “Don’t be stupid,” he said in a calm voice. “There’s no way out of this.”
“For you, maybe.” Bronwyn gave a cruel smile. “Can’t you hear? The town has already fallen. The Jombards are coming this way. They’ll be here in minutes.” She pressed the edge of her dagger tighter against Kendril’s neck. “Now drop the sword.”
Joseph kept his rapier pointed at Bronwyn. “Not going to happen.”
“Then I’ll kill him,” Bronwyn said.
“I drop my sword and you’ll just kill us both,” Joseph responded.
Bronwyn gave a tinkling, mocking laugh. “My, my,” she said, “wherever did Kendril find you, I wonder? You’re the same one who was back in Vorten, aren’t you? At the Dutraad estate?” She glanced at his dirty, mud-stained greatcoat and wide-brimmed hat. “Not a Ghostwalker, I see. Well then, I hope Kendril’s paying you very well.”
Another ear-splitting roar sounded to the east. It was much closer this time. 
Joseph glanced up the street, his face uncertain.
“That?” Bronwyn lowered her hood with her free hand. “Oh, that’s Harnathu. He’s going to tear this town apart, piece by piece, and you along with it.” She leaned forward, her voice dropping to a stealthy whisper. “I’d really start running, if I were you. You don’t want to be here when he arrives.”
“I have a better idea,” Joseph said in his even, quiet voice. “Why don’t you put down that dagger and clear out of here while you have the chance?”
Bronwyn gave a chilly laugh. “Now, now. That wouldn’t be very smart of me, would it?.” She twisted the dagger harder against Kendril’s throat. “So why don’t I—?”
An arrow smacked into the wooden railing a foot from Bronwyn’s head. 
Startled, Bronwyn jumped up and glanced behind her.
Kara came running down the middle of the street. She was already pulling another arrow from her quiver. Behind her came Beckett and a half-dozen dragoons.
Bronwyn cursed. She turned back around to face Joseph.
The grizzled pathfinder had already covered the short distance between them. He rammed his fist hard into Bronwyn’s face.
Without a sound the witch collapsed back against the planks of the boardwalk and lay still. 
Kara ran up, breathing hard.
“Good shot,” Joseph said.
“I was aiming for her head,” Kara said. She leaned against the railing of the boardwalk, rubbing her chest with one hand. “The pain’s getting worse each time I shoot. It’s hard to aim—” She looked down at Kendril and her face paled. 
“He never made it down to the ships,” Joseph explained quickly. “I came back up to look for him.”
Kara looked up at the dragoons and militiamen who were running past them. “We have to get him on one of those ships, Joseph. There’s a Seteru in the town.” She ran around behind Kendril and started to reach for the handles of the stretcher.
Beckett was beside her just as quickly. He pulled her back. “I’ll handle that, lass. You’re in no shape to be lifting it.” He nodded to Joseph. “Take the other side. We need to move.”
Joseph nodded, and sheathed his rapier. “All right. The causeway is—”
The building across the street exploded into matchsticks and fragmented wood. 
All three turned their heads to look.
A massive, resonant howl echoed from the ruins of the building, shaking the ground and boardwalk.
Harnathu emerged from the ruins of the building. Heat danced in waves off his metallic body. Each step he took pulverized wooden boards under his incredible weight. He turned glowing, fiery eyes towards Joseph, Kara, and Beckett.
“Eru save us,” Joseph gasped.
Kara looked back in front of her.
Kendril was still sprawled unconscious on the stretcher. He looked exactly the same as he had in her vision.
Kara felt something snap inside her. 
Harnathu stepped forward again, a low growl emanating from his steel-fanged mouth. “At last,” he said in a voice that sent shards of ice into the hearts of everyone who heard it. “The Demonbane.”
Kara stood up and jumped down into the street. She lifted her bow. “Take him!” she yelled back over her shoulder. “I’ll cover you. Go!”
Joseph started forward immediately, reaching a hand out. “Kara, no, don’t—”
Beckett blocked him and pushed him back. “Focus, man! I need your help to lift him. Grab the—”
Harnathu threw back his head and roared again.
Windows along the street shattered, sending shards of glass flying onto the wet planks of the boardwalk. Some of the closer dragoons and militiamen bent in double, covering their ears and screaming in pain at the sound. 
Kara winced, deafened by the noise. She bent back the string on her bow, hearing nothing but ringing in her ears.
Harnathu lowered his head and charged forward. 
It was a picture out of a nightmare. The metal monster before her looked like nothing that could or should exist in the mortal world. The heat scorched the air around it, rippling in waves as it moved. 
Kara brought the string back to her ear.
Pain burned across her chest, filling her vision with tears. 
Kara ground her teeth together until she thought they would break. She breathed in shallow gasps and tried to steady her aim. Pain and fear blended together into one feeling that eclipsed everything else.
Harnathu swept a burning arm out at two fleeing militiamen that were in his path.
They both vanished into a smear of blazing flesh and bone. 
Kara fired.
The arrow flitted across the distance, smacking into Harnathu’s shoulder. It shattered into pieces against the pulsing-hot metal.
Harnathu didn’t even seem to notice the impact. He swung his head around, looking down the street past Kara. “Demonbane!” he bellowed. 
Kara risked a glance behind her. 
Joseph and Beckett were moving as quickly as they could with Kendril between them on the stretcher. Joseph was looking back over his shoulder at Kara as he ran.
Harnathu started forward with another shaking roar. 
Kara retreated back a step. She reached for another arrow. 
This was ridiculous. What had she been thinking? She couldn’t cover her friends. She couldn’t even harm the—
The water. 
She had forgotten all about it. 
Kara dodged off to the side, splashing through a wide puddle as she ducked down by the boardwalk’s railing. 
Harnathu didn’t seem to notice or care. He moved down the center of the street, the heat that rolled off his metal form sending a fog of steam up off the ground. His glowing metal eyes weren’t even on Kara.
Kara snatched the canteen from her belt with trembling hands. She wasn’t sure what to do with it. Throw it at Harnathu? Sprinkle it on herself?
Harnathu moved right past Kara, paying her no more notice than if she had been a flea on the back of a donkey. 
Kara covered her face with both hands, feeling the intense heat of his form scorch her skin and hands as the monstrosity passed.
Further down the street, Beckett and Joseph tried to hurry their pace. 
Kara could already see that there was no way they could outrun the Seteru.
Then she remembered. The drops of water in her dream. They had been shaped—
Like arrows.
Kara yanked the cap off the canteen. She pulled the quiver of arrows off her shoulder and began to dump the water on the slender shafts.
A scream caused her to raise her head.
Harnathu had a militiaman in one massive hand. The man was screaming, his body burning like a piece of dry kindling. 
Kara shook the canteen harder, trying to shake out as much of the water as she could. 
With a dismissive flick of his hand, Harnathu tossed the unfortunate man into the side of the nearest building. He moved forward again, heading straight for Kendril, Joseph, and Beckett.
Joseph and Beckett both put Kendril and the stretcher down in the middle of the street. They drew their swords and stepped forward.
Kara tossed the canteen away and shouldered her quiver as she rose to her feet. She snatched one of the wet arrows and put it on her string.
Down the street, Joseph saw her. He lifted a hand and started to say something.
His words were lost in another ground-shaking roar. 
Harnathu charged right at them. He raised a red-hot metal paw in the air, ready to strike. 
They didn’t stand a chance.
Kara ran out into the street behind Harnathu, almost tripping in the ankle-deep mud. She took a breath and bent back her bow. Water dripped from the wooden shaft of the arrow.
It was useless. Stupid. Kara knew it, deep in her gut. Joseph had been right. It was just water, after all. She had run enough cons in her time to know that nothing in any of the water anywhere in a temple made it miraculous, or holy, or blessed or anything other than just ordinary water. 
But against her better judgment and all reason, she found herself believing. Even praying. To her surprise she found herself mouthing a simple, rote prayer. Something she had learned as a child so long ago that she couldn’t even remember when or where. 
It was completely ridiculous, and she felt ashamed. Prayers and faith were for men like Joseph, not a thief and a rogue like herself. She had too much dirt on her hands, too many stains she couldn’t wipe clean.
Even if Eru did exist, which Kara doubted, He wouldn’t listen to her. Why should He?
Kara fired.
The arrow flitted through the air, sending a spray of water behind it. It slammed right into the middle of Harnathu’s back.
And punched right through the metal skin of the abomination.
Harnathu lunged to a stop and screamed. Not in anger, or rage or to terrify.
It was a cry of sheer, total pain.
Kara stared at the monstrosity in complete shock and disbelief. The prayer died on her lips. She felt immobilized, unable to move. Everything seemed to suddenly slow. 
Harnathu clawed futilely at its back with its metal claws, howling and wailing.
Liquid metal spurted from the wound in the creature’s back, dribbling down to the ground like blood from a wound. It hissed and smoked as it touched the mud and water of the street. 
That was when Kara realized that there was no pain. She had bent and shot her bow and there was no burning, no stabs of flame in her chest. She could breathe free and clear. 
Harnathu swung around. There was filthy, burning murder in its gleaming eyes. 
Kara felt the resolve and courage drain out of her at the sight of the metallic beast’s horrific visage. She fumbled desperately for another arrow.
Joseph screamed something at her, but Kara didn’t hear what it was. 
Harnathu looked directly at her, pinning her with his eyes. His growl filled the whole street and thrummed through the air. 
“You wanted a Demonbane?” Kara called out. Her voice sounded small and insignificant in her own ears, but she tried her best to keep it from shaking. She fitted another arrow to her bow. “Come try me on for size.”
Harnathu stared at her for a moment longer. 
Then he charged.
 



Chapter 23
 
Kara drew, aimed and fired in one swift motion. She breathed out as she released the string.
It felt amazing. There was no pain, no blurring tears in her eyes, no gasping for breath. She was finally the same as she had been before Vorten, before Indigoru, before the Soulbinder—
The arrow whistled down the street. It struck Harnathu in his hind leg.
The second arrow was just like the first. It cut through the hot metal skin as easily as if it had been made of wet paper. 
Harnathu stumbled, gnashing his teeth in rage and pain. He crashed down into the street itself, sending muddy water and steam flying in all directions.
He was close. Too close.
Kara ran to her left. She reached for another arrow as she moved. 
Harnathu gave another blasting roar that blew some of the shingles off nearby roofs. He whipped his arms wildly around. His curved metal claws ripped apart the nearby boardwalk, sending wooden planks flying into the air like a flock of birds. The heat from his molten skin seared and charred the sides of the buildings and sent gouts of steam up from the wide puddles that covered the street.
Kara paused, pulling back her bow for another shot.
The steam hung heavily in the air, blocking her aim. 
She took two steps towards the next cross street, trying to find a better angle. 
Harnathu appeared, his yellow eyes burning through the haze like miniature suns. 
Kara bent back her bow and aimed for the creature’s head. 
With a howl Harnathu leapt through the air. He hit the side of the nearest building and swung both his red-hot arms at it. 
The structure exploded outwards in a spray of wood chunks, shingles, glass, and nails. 
Kara gave a cry and jumped for the nearest boardwalk. She hit the planks and rolled just as massive pieces of wood slammed into the mud of the street, tearing up the place where she had been moments before. 
Harnathu didn’t stop. 
He came right through the wreck of the building, causing the wood to smolder and burst into flames as he charged through it. 
Kara tried to aim the bow again, but the flurry of wood particles through the air blocked any attempt at aiming. The arrow would never make it through the flying debris. 
She fired anyway, then turned and ran.
There was no chance the arrow would hit. It was a wasted shot, and Kara already cursed herself for taking it.
Harnathu howled.
Kara was so close that she almost dropped her bow to clamp both hands over her ears. She could feel the heat of the monstrosity behind her, burning through her green cloak. 
The boardwalk ahead of her was covered with broken glass and pieces of wood. The store to the left had no more windows.
The ground shook behind her. Harnathu was coming right at her. 
Kara threw herself through the open space where the windows had been. 
She hit the floor of the store hard and rolled twice before she slammed into a display stand. A clump of raccoon and beaver furs fell down on top of her. She batted them off wildly as she got to her feet. 
Outside there was a great smashing and tearing sound. The air in the store seemed to grow suddenly dry and hot. The smell of burning metal assaulted Kara’s nose. 
She ran. 
The trading store was rather large, two levels. It had once been filled with all manner of useful items for trappers, loggers, and hunters. Now it was a mess, looted and pillaged in the violence and chaos of the evening before. 
It was about to get even worse. 
Harnathu came right through the front wall of the store.
Kara ran, blindly and panicked, feeling the screaming howl of the Seteru as well as his scorching heat against her flesh. Boards thudded and cracked off the floor of the store in a wooden barrage. A metal chest spiraled through the counter and the wall behind it as well. 
Kara glanced back, her hands and neck stinging from a dozen small cuts and flying shards. 
Harnathu was there. 
The wolf’s head leered down at her, the face of evil and death. It could have bitten her in two with one lunge. 
In fact, Kara was fairly certain that’s what he intended to do. 
Harnathu opened his mouth. Heat danced off his glistening steel fangs. His claws slashed through the walls and displays to either side. 
There was a stairway right in front of Kara. One flight led up to the second story, the other led down.  
Harnathu came right at her. The intense heat from his mouth was like a hundred furnaces. The wooden floor of the trading post blackened and scorched from the searing waves. 
There was no time to shoot, no time even to notch another arrow. 
Kara got to the top of the staircase and jumped.
Harnathu smashed into the top of the staircase. One of his super-heated paws tore through the upwards flight of steps. He bellowed in pure rage and fury.
Kara’s side slammed hard into the steps. She rolled to the bottom.
Boards and pieces of wood showered down all around her. Most were charred and blackened from heat.
Kara could taste blood in her mouth. She was sick and dizzy. Her side throbbed from where she had hit the hard edge of the steps. She looked back up the staircase.
Harnathu was in a fit. He clawed and bit wildly at the narrow staircase, trying to find some way to get down at her. Each massive swipe of his clawed paws tore huge chunks of wood and plaster out of the ceiling and staircase.
Kara wobbled to her feet and lifted her bow. 
Pain ignited in her upper right leg.
She gave a cry and almost fell. Instead she slammed hard into the wall beside her. Taking the weight off her leg, she glanced down.
A great splinter of wood jutted out of her leg, just above her knee. It was more than six inches long. Blood was already soaking her trouser leg. 
“Foolish girl,” Harnathu growled. He stared down at her, his fiery eyes filled with rancor. “You seek to defy me? I will destroy you.”
Kara reached for an arrow. 
Harnathu gave a mighty sweep of his arm.
The upper staircase and most of the ceiling came down with a crash.
Kara threw herself back against the doorway behind her, sheltering as best she could.
A mountain of debris and dust poured down onto the staircase, blocking Harnathu from sight. Dirt and sawdust choked the air, billowing out and filling the lower room.  
Kara dropped the arrow, coughing in the clouds of dust. She reached a hand down for the massive splinter of wood, then pulled hard.
She didn’t scream, though she did almost pass out. The room spun at least twice before she felt the sharp wood come out of her leg. Then she collapsed onto the floor.
Yelling came from behind her, out on the street. The smell of smoke and plaster dust was heavy in the air. 
Kara tore the edge of her cloak, then wrapped the cloth as hard as she could around her leg. It was a poor bandage at best, but it might staunch some of the flow of blood. She reached for her bow and glanced behind her.
Through the yellowish clouds of dirt and dust that filled the room she could just make out a door that led out onto another street. It looked like a back entrance of some kind. 
Kara took another breath, preparing herself for the pain, then hobbled over to the door. She pushed out onto the street.
The street sloped steeply downhill. 
Worse, there were Jombards, at least twenty of them, on the other side of the street.
They were hooting and hollering, smashing apart the front of a store and dragging the contents outside onto the mud-spattered boardwalk. Already several had discovered whiskey and beer bottles. Others were tearing apart a side of smoked bacon. 
Kara took a cautious step back towards the back door of the store. She didn’t feel so courageous now with her leg on fire and her side black and bruised. 
One of the Jombards looked up and spotted her. He dropped the parasol he had been holding and pointed directly at her with a shout.
Kara notched an arrow to the bow with trembling fingers. 
More Jombards turned and saw her. Almost half of the group leapt up and began to run towards her. 
She couldn’t go back. The stairway leading back up to the trade store was a disaster. Nor could she outrun them with her injured leg. 
Kara tripped backwards and raised her bow. 
The lead Jombard gave a warbling shout. He raised a javelin to throw.
Kara bent back the string. She didn’t have time to shoot more than once or twice before the Jombards reached her. Not if—
The top half of the trade store ripped apart in a thunderous storm of broken wood.
The flying debris rained out across the street, pummeling the oncoming Jombards with splinters, nails, and glass. It tore into the mud and mire of the street, chopping it into little explosions. 
Kara jerked back with a cry, covering her face with her arms. 
Harnathu slammed down into the middle of the street with the force of a hurricane, crushing half a dozen of the Jombards under his enormous bulk. Hissing mud and water exploded out onto the surrounding buildings. Steam rose from his super-heated metal form.
The Jombards gave frightened yelps and retreated.
Harnathu flattened three of them as they ran, as casually as a person brushing a spider from their sleeve.
Kara still had the arrow notched to her bow. She lifted it again as she moved backwards, and bent back the string to her ear.
Harnathu whirled around. He saw her and grinned. “There you are.”
Kara swallowed. Her injured leg was shaking and pounding with pain. She could feel warm blood on her lower trousers. 
Harnathu started forward.
Kara fired.
The shaft zinged through the air. It struck Harnathu in his upper right chest. 
The Seteru lurched backwards with a roar that all but deafened Kara. More molten ichor dribbled from the arrow wound. 
Harnathu looked down at Kara and smiled. “You’ll have to do better than that, little girl.” 
Kara stumbled back, feeling a rising panic.
She was hurting Harnathu, but she couldn’t seem to kill him, not even with the blessed arrows that somehow seemed to cut through his metal skin. Perhaps a head shot—?
Kara reached for another arrow. 
Harnathu lashed an arm forward.
The clawed paw cut through the entire side of the trade store, gouging out most of the wall and boardwalk. 
Kara saw the boards and debris fly up to meet her, along with gleaming claws and an intense wave of heat.
Then she saw darkness, splotches of color, and the ground spinning around and around.
Dizzy, she was dizzy. She could taste mud, sawdust, and blood all at once. Her right leg was almost totally numb. Her whole face was wet. No, it was lying in something wet. Her ears rang.
Kara raised her head, blinking and trying to fight the lances of pain that came from almost every part of her body. 
She was in the middle of the street, half-covered in fragments and rubble from the ruined store and boardwalk.
Kara groaned, pushing a large section of plywood off her. Her bow was in the mud just a few feet away.
Harnathu loomed above her. Liquid metal streamed from his puncture wounds, burning the ground black where they fell. He flexed the claws on his paws. “Death will come to you, girl. And then it will come to the nations of the west. I will drown them in fire and blood.”
Kara snatched her bow and struggled to her feet. Between the dizziness and the severe pain in her leg, she almost fell down again. She could feel the heat from Harnathu’s metal skin burning her face.
Harnathu looked down at her, his eyes mocking and vile. The Soulbinder jangled around his neck, the red darkness of the gem sucking in the light around it in a way that defied reason.
The Soulbinder.
Kara reached for an arrow. To her horror, she realized that her quiver had spilled when she had been sent flying.
Harnathu stepped forward. Wooden boards exploded into flame and embers under his foot. “Come here, little one. I will make your end quick.”
Kara grabbed desperately into her empty quiver. Her fingers found something.
An arrow. One single arrow that somehow managed not to fall out.
Harnathu reached forward a clawed hand. The heat that radiated from his body became more intense than the open door of an oven.
Kara pulled the arrow out and notched it. 
Harnathu’s nostrils flared. He raised his fist with a growl. 
The shot was a hard one for the most skilled marksman to make. A tiny target, dangling and dancing as the creature moved, nearly twenty feet off the ground. 
Kara pulled back the string and fired. She didn’t bother to aim. There wasn’t time. She simply felt the shot. 
And prayed.
Harnathu’s fist began to come down. He roared.
The arrow slammed into the center of the Soulbinder. The red crystal shattered into pieces. The shaft buried itself deep into the Seteru’s metal skin.
Harnathu froze, his arm still half descended. “No,” he said in a strangled voice. “It’s not possible.”
Kara limped backwards. She instinctively reached for another arrow. Her hand met nothing but empty quiver. 
“No,” Harnathu wailed. 
Kara blinked, wiping the mud and blood out of her eyes.
Harnathu was changing. 
Steam billowed from his form, as if someone had dumped an ocean of water on him. His body was turning slowly black and rigid. The lines and waves of heat were vanishing. 
Kara tripped back onto the boardwalk behind her. She felt her back hit the wall of the building. She stared at the Seteru in front of her, mesmerized.
Harnathu’s eyes went cold and dark. His metal, iron body was frozen in place. It tottered for a moment, then pitched forward and slammed into the mud of the street. Then it lay still. 
Kara continued to stare in disbelief. 
No more heat. No more life. It looked like a metal statue, dead and lifeless, toppled over in the middle of the town.
Kara limped down the boardwalk. She was exhausted. Her right leg stabbed with pain at each step. A dozen bruises and cuts over her face and body seemed to suddenly sting and hurt all at once. 
Halfway down the boardwalk her leg gave out and she crumpled to the wooden boards. Despite her best effort, she couldn’t pull herself up again.
That was when she heard the war cries.
She twisted her head to the right, behind her to the street.
Three Jombards, their faces twisted in anger and weapons in their hands, came right at her.
There was nothing she could do. Her dagger was gone, and there were no arrows for her bow. It was ironic. After all that, she was going to die here, like this.
Kara pushed herself up on trembling arms, but collapsed back down again.
The first Jombard reached the boardwalk. He gave a satisfied smile and lifted his war axe to smash in Kara’s skull. 
Kara watched him with bleary eyes. She had saved Kendril. Just like her dream. That was all that—
A throwing dagger hurtled from the right. It caught the first Jombard in the throat. 
The barbarian went down, twitching and gushing blood. 
The other two Jombards turned, surprised.
Joseph vaulted over the railing of the boardwalk and attacked. His rapier gleamed bright as he swung it at the two Jombards.
Kara struggled to keep her eyes open. She felt a fog descending on her body. Suddenly the boardwalk felt strangely comfortable. 
Seconds later two strong hands grabbed her and lifted her up. Kara found herself looking up into Joseph’s bearded face.
“Kara?” He ran a hand down her face. “Are you all right? You’re bleeding.”
She managed to smile. “I’m fine, Joseph. It’s mostly my leg.” She gave a heavy blink. Joseph’s arms seemed incredibly strong wrapped around her. “Kendril? Did you—?”
Joseph nodded. “He’s safe. We got him down to the ship. The town’s not safe, though. We have to go now.” He glanced back at the lifeless husk of Harnathu in the middle of the street. “I can’t believe what you did. We’ll have to start calling you Kara Demonbane now.”
Kara gave a weak smile. “Just Kara is...is...”
Her world turned into a hazy purplish haze, then faded to black.
 
Kara woke to the gentle rocking of a ship and the sound of water swishing past the hull. She lay still for several minutes, her body protesting at the return to consciousness.
Her whole body hurt. But she could feel a proper bandage around her leg, as well as smaller ones on her arm and head. The sweet smell of Joseph’s healing herbs filled the air. 
Joseph had seen to her wounds. Kara knew from long experience that they were as good as healed already.
“Are you awake?” It was Joseph’s voice, right next to her and in a whisper.
“Yes.” Kara opened her eyes, and saw that she was lying in the hold of a large ship. Joseph sat beside her. “Are—” She licked her lips, her mouth strangely dry. “Are we at sea?”
Joseph nodded. “Cleared the harbor about an hour ago.” He looked up at the inside of the ship. “It’s a grain ship, though most of the grain is back at the bottom of Dancing Harbor now. They dumped it to make room for more passengers.”
Kara moved one of her arms. It felt stiff and sore. “Where’s Kendril?”
“Safe and onboard,” Joseph said. “Along with that miserable donkey of his. He was still unconscious the last time I checked on him.” He caught Kara’s anxious look. “Don’t worry about him, Kara. I used enough healing herbs to heal his injury swiftly, and also prevent infection. He’ll be fine.”
Kara reached her hand over and found Joseph’s hand. “Thank you,” she said with a cough. “For coming back for me.”
Joseph smirked. “It’s me, Kara. I would have come back for you even if it meant cutting through the whole Jombard army.”
Kara closed her eyes and smiled. “Then you’re an idiot, Joseph.”
The man smiled. “Guilty as charged.” His face grew more somber. “Redemption was burning when we last saw it. It’s sad, really. I doubt that Jothland will be colonized again for years. Maybe never. The barbarians have pushed us out for good.”
Kara squeezed his hand. “At least we’re safe,” she murmured.
Joseph nodded. “With Harnathu gone, I doubt it will be long before those different tribes are back to battling each other.”
“Fangs in the east,” Kara said suddenly. She opened her eyes.
Joseph raised an eyebrow. “Pardon?”
“Fangs in the east.” She looked up at him. “In the oracle.”
Joseph whistled softly. “Harnathu.” He looked down sharply at Kara. “Do you think—?”
Kara gave a short nod. “I do. The shadow in the south. The fire in the west.” She took a deep breath. “Somehow I think the worst is still ahead of us.”
“Maybe, maybe not.” Joseph squeezed her hand. “But for today, we’re together again. All of us.”
“Except for Maklavir,” Kara said in a small voice.
Joseph didn’t answer. He looked away. “Get some sleep,” he said softly. 
He got up and moved down the center of the hold.
 
“Wind’s gone bad,” Beckett said. He stood on the deck, staring towards the north. Wind tugged at his clothes and twirled the tail of his coonskin cap.
Joseph walked over across the pitching deck, his stomach starting to feel its old queasiness once again. “What does that mean?”
Beckett nodded towards the line of black clouds that were growing in the north. “Take a look yourself. Storm’s a brewing.”
Joseph frowned as he pulled his hat down against the wind. “That can’t be good.”
“No,” Beckett said. “It can’t. We’re not out of it yet, I’m afraid. Best tell your friends to prepare for a spot of rough seas.”
Joseph felt his stomach lurch at the thought. “Wonderful.” He turned to go.
“The General,” Beckett said quickly. He glanced north as lightning flashed in the clouds. “How is he doing?”
Joseph gave a sad smile. “Fine. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about Kendril, it’s that he has a hearty constitution.” He pulled up the collar of his greatcoat against a sudden drizzle of rain. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s up on his feet in a few days.”
Beckett nodded and gave a relieved smile. “Good to hear, sir. After all that’s happened—” He gave an awkward shrug. “Well, let’s just say it would be a shame if we lost him now.”
 
Kendril opened his eyes.
He felt pain, but he was expecting that. He also had the cotton-headed feel of a slight fever. From what little he could piece together about what had happened to him recently, that didn’t surprise him either.
At least he wasn’t dead, and Bronwyn was nowhere in sight.
The floor underneath him seemed to be tilting violently, reeling and rolling with jarring crashes that shook everything. Wind was howling, sounding like all the demons of the Void crying out at once.
A ship. He was on a ship.
Kendril closed his eyes again, biting back the pain that pulsed from his chest wound. Some hero he had turned out to be. He was no savior of Redemption. And now he was running away like a coward. A dog with his tail between his legs.
The ship jolted violently. The sound of water raging over the deck echoed through the hold. Whatever was going on outside, it must truly be a nightmare of a storm.
Somehow, it seemed appropriate.
“You were my friend.”
Kendril opened his eyes. He rolled over with a groan and peered into the darkness.
It was Atherton. The man stood leaning against the nearby bulkhead, staring down at Kendril in disgust.
Kendril swallowed. “You’re...dead,” he managed. 
“You were my friend, and you betrayed me,” Atherton said again. “You killed the woman I loved.”
Kendril pushed himself up to a sitting position, gritting his teeth against the sharp pain. “She was...my wife,” he gasped.
“Maybe,” said Atherton. “But you didn’t love her, did you? You ignored her, neglected her, treated her like a painting to be hung on the wall of that cursed manor house of yours.” He shook his head. “And you had the temerity to call yourself Lord Ravenbrook again.” Atherton turned and walked away.
“Atherton,” said Kendril, “wait.” He got up to his feet, staggering and almost falling again. “Wait.”
The ship pitched heavily to the side. 
Kendril slammed against the bulkhead, grunting in pain at the impact. He saw stars for a moment, but shook them away from his vision.
Atherton was walking down towards the hatchway that led up to the deck.
Kendril started forward, one hand wrapped around his chest. “I’m sorry, Atherton. Please....”
Atherton kept walking. He disappeared around the corner. 
Kendril staggered down the hold of the ship. The deck tilted and reeled underneath him as he walked. 
Outside rain hammered the deck. A wave sent the ship spinning dizzily to the portside.
Kendril pushed off the hull of the ship where he had been thrown. He grunted with pain at each step, but didn’t stop. “Atherton,” he choked. “Atherton.”
It wasn’t real. He knew it couldn’t be. But he also couldn’t stop. Olan had been right. He had damned himself, thrown away his redemption and his penance for a chance at saving Redemption. And even that had been a failure. 
Kendril moved up the stairs to the deck hatch. He pushed against the covered hatchway, feeling the weight of the wind and water pounding against it. With a final grunt and push the hatchway came loose. Kendril crawled out onto the deck.
The wind tore the ocean over the surface of the deck in great white swathes. Rain sliced down from broiling clouds. Massive troths of water appeared on either side of the ship.
Kendril fell to his hands and knees on the deck. The pain in his side was intense. He had only been out of the hold for a few seconds, but he was already soaked to the bone. 
Atherton stood in the middle of the deck, his hands folded behind his back.
Kendril tried to crawl forward. 
The deck tilted crazily.
Kendril slammed flat onto his face, hugging the wet surface of the deck for all he was worth.
More wind and water tore over him. He was so cold and wet he could barely breathe.
Atherton turned and looked at him. He seemed unaffected by the raging storm all around them. “You still have a penance to pay, Kendril,” he called out.
“Atherton,” Kendril sputtered. He raised himself to his knees. “Forgive me, please.”
Atherton smiled. Only suddenly, inexplicably, it wasn’t Atherton anymore.
It was Bronwyn. 
She stood in the middle of the deck, a triumphant smirk on her face. “Goodbye, Kendril,” she said.
Kendril was shocked into silence for a moment. He tried to pull himself up,
The ship began to roll crazily. 
A roar to Kendril’s right caused him to turn his head.
A towering black wave almost as high as the ship’s mast rolled out of the darkness.
Kendril turned, looking for something to grab hold of. 
There was nothing around him. 
He snapped his head back to the right.
A wall of frothing white water slammed into him.
 



Chapter 24
 
The sea was calm.
Sun shone off the water, glittering and dancing on the smooth surface of the ocean. The breeze which wafted over the deck was gentle and warm, smelling of salt and distant lands. 
The three-day storm that had beaten and pummeled the ship, breaking the central mast and sweeping seven people overboard, seemed almost like a distant dream.
Almost.
Kara leaned against the ship’s railing, feeling the warm sun on her back. She stared blankly out at the slowly tossing sea. The breeze caught her hair and tufted it gently. 
“The captain says we’ve been blown far to the south.” Joseph came up beside Kara. He leaned on the railing. “Close to the Spice Lands.” He looked out across the sparkling blue water. “We have to watch for corsairs and slavers here. They like to hug the coastlines.”
Kara didn’t reply.
Joseph scratched his beard. “We’ll find him, Kara.”
“How?” Kara’s voice was bleak, a monotone. “Even if by some miracle he did manage to survive the storm, how could we ever find him in the whole ocean?” She looked down at the railing. “I can’t believe—” She cut herself off, choking off the words before they could be spoken.
Joseph put an arm around her shoulders. 
“I thought,” Kara said, “that I could save him.”
“You did,” Joseph said softly.
“For what? So that he could be washed overboard?” Kara shook his head. “Why would he even come out on the deck when he was injured, in the middle of a storm? It doesn’t matter. He’s dead. All that, and he’s dead.”
Joseph looked out again at the water. “We don’t know that,” he said quietly.
“No one could survive that storm, Joseph.” Kara stared bleakly out at the sea. “It’s not possible.”
“We saw him charge an open gate of the Void and survive,” Joseph said. He squeezed Kara’s shoulder. “Have some faith, Kara.”
Kara looked down at the peeled paint of the railing. “I’m not even sure what to have faith in anymore, Joseph. First Maklavir, and now Kendril. It’s like Eru is peeling away everyone I—” Her voice broke off.
“You still have me,” Joseph said firmly. “We’ll find Maklavir, and we’ll find Kendril too.”
Kara looked up at the bearded man. “You really believe that, don’t you?”
Joseph gave a crooked grin. “I believed in your dreams, and I followed you all the way to Redemption because of it. I didn’t believe you when you said that water from the temple could be important, and it was.” Joseph glanced down at the deck. “I...stopped believing for a while, Kara. When you were in your coma. I don’t want to go back to that again.”
Kara leaned in and kissed Joseph on the cheek. “I don’t know what I would do without you, Joseph,” she whispered. “You’ve always been here for me.”
“And I always will,” Joseph said. He gave a sly smile. “At least as long as you promise not to take on any more pagan gods with nothing but a bow and some wet arrows.”
Kara elbowed him in the side with a smile. She grew serious and glanced out at the sea again. “Do you...think there’s a chance he’s alive, Joseph?”
Joseph shrugged. “You were the one who said he was the chosen one, remember? The man who would defeat the Seteru?”
Kara’s face changed. “The raven in the sea,” she said quietly.
Joseph gave her a confused glance, but didn’t say anything.
“Ship ahoy!” came a call from one of the sailors.
Joseph turned, interested.
Bobbing on the northern horizon of the ocean was another large sailing ship.
Beckett came over, frowning at the distant ship. “Corsairs, do you think?”
Joseph shook his head. “I don’t know.” He glanced back at Kara, who still leaned dejectedly against the railing. “We’re out of sight of land.” He shaded his eyes as he looked. “Could be pirates. Or maybe just another ship caught in the storm.”
Beckett spat over the railing of the ship. “If it’s pirates or corsairs, I think they’ll find us more than a handful, broken mast or not.”
 
As the ship drifted closer it became clear that it was no corsair galley. It also didn’t appear to be a pirate ship. 
“Looks to be Llewyllian by her cut,” Colonel Root announced. “Or possibly Calbraithan.”
Beckett snorted. “Either way, she’s a long way from home.”
“So are we,” Joseph observed quietly. 
The ship was close enough now to make out details. It looked battered and beaten from the storm, with rigging askew and at least one mast damaged. Colors flew from the stern.
Joseph squinted, trying to see in the sunlight. The ensign looked to be that of Llewyllan. 
The ship began to hoist signals.
Beckett looked back at Root. “Don’t suppose you can read those, Colonel?”
Root gave a shake of his head. “Sorry, not enough salt in me for that.”
Joseph turned and climbed up to the quarterdeck.
The captain, a portly Arbelan merchant with thick whiskers and a gold earring in one ear, watched carefully through a spyglass. He glanced up as Joseph approached.
“Not pirates, I hope?” Joseph asked in what he hoped was a jesting tone. 
The captain put the glass back to his eye. “No, sir. Much too big. And flying Llewyllian colors to boot.”
Joseph nodded. “I noticed.”
“She’s asking if we need assistance,” the captain continued. “In the state we’re in, I’d be a fool to say no. We’ve taken on a lot of water, and our hold is packed with sick and wounded.” He glanced at the broken mast in the center of the deck. “With our mast down, we’re in a tight spot.”
Joseph nodded. “Are you sending a boat over?”
“Aye.” The captain lowered his glass and signaled to the first mate.
“I’d be happy to go along,” Joseph said, looking over at the ship again. “I spent some time in Llewyllan. I was there during the failed revolution they had a while back.”
The captain arched an eyebrow. “No enemies made there, I hope?”
Joseph chuckled. “No. Some good friends, actually.”
The captain pondered a moment, then nodded. “Alright. Go ahead.”
 
Joseph soon found himself regretting the trip. He had thought that after the storm of the last few days his seasickness couldn’t get any worse, but being in a small dinghy tossed about by the large blue waves he was soon feeling quite nauseous again.
The Llewyllian ship had a rope ladder lowered over the side for them. The sailors in the dinghy scrambled up with no problem.
Joseph, on the other hand, made at least a half dozen unsuccessful grabs at the swaying rope, almost ending up in the ocean twice and almost crushing himself against the side of the large ship at least three times. He found himself throwing out several oaths he hadn’t used since before he had gone to seminary.
When he finally did get onto the deck, his right boot was soaked, and his side was sore from where it had slammed against the hull of the ship. 
A group of Llewyllians were gathered on the deck. To Joseph’s relief, they were dressed in military uniforms. 
Not pirates, then. Joseph had had enough of that for a lifetime.
He started to speak, when he noticed something about the men’s uniforms.
They were white, with the peacock of Llewyllan emblazoned on the front.
Joseph frowned. When he had been in Llewyllan, that had been the uniform of the Royal Guard.
The captain of the ship stepped forward. He bowed to Joseph and the other sailors from the grain ship. “We would be happy to provide you with any assistance that you might require, but I regret that we are on an important diplomatic mission. We cannot afford to be delayed for long.”
The first mate of the grain ship nodded. “We don’t ask for much, sir. If you have any spare water, or perhaps a carpenter that could assist us in repairs?”
Joseph’s mind was only half on the conversation. He looked at the Royal Guards gathered on the deck, then up at the ensign of Llewyllan. He glanced back down at the captain. “Excuse me, sir.”
The captain and first mate ceased their conversation. They turned their eyes on Joseph. 
“What kind of diplomatic mission are you embarked on, exactly?” Joseph asked.
The captain hesitated for a moment. He opened his mouth to answer. 
“Joseph?”
The voice came from behind him. A woman’s voice.
Joseph turned slowly around.
She was there, standing by the hatchway, flanked on either side by white-uniformed Royal Guards. Her long blonde hair was tied back in a simple braid, and she was dressed in a dress the color of seafoam. A golden circlet with a single large pearl was around her forehead. 
Joseph felt his tongue go numb. He stared at the woman for a moment. “Jade?” he said, half in a whisper.
The two Royal Guards frowned.
Joseph quickly recovered. He bowed on one knee. “I...I’m sorry. I mean, Your Majesty, I—”
Queen Serentha of Llewyllan flew across the deck before either of the Guards could prevent her. She wrapped her arms tightly across Joseph and pulled him back to his feet. “Tuldor’s beard,” she said with a sparkling laugh, “I never thought I’d see you again. And certainly not like this.”
Joseph grinned sheepishly, trying to ignore the dark glares the Royal Guards were giving him. “I—it’s good to see you too, Your Majesty.”
“You don’t have to keep calling me that,” Serentha said. “I wasn’t a queen when I first met you, remember?”
Joseph glanced at the two Royal Guards. “I think things might have changed slightly since then, Your Majesty.”
Serentha stepped back and gave an understanding smile. “It’s been so long, Joseph. I want to know everything that’s happened to you.”
The captain cleared his throat. “Um, Your Majesty, I should remind you of—”
Serentha waved a hand. “Oh please, Sollenfeld. The caliph and his dreadful vizier can wait for a little bit, I’m sure.”
Joseph smiled. “Whatever you would like, Your Majesty.”
Serentha glanced over at the grain ship, her face suddenly growing both hopeful and nervous at the same time. “I—don’t suppose...” She grasped her hands in front of her, nervously twiddling them together. “That is to say...” She took a breath. “Kendril, Joseph. Is he with you?”
Joseph opened his mouth, but nothing came out.
He couldn’t think of anything to say.
 
There was warm sand against his cheek.
Kendril opened his eyes slowly, blinking painfully. 
A brilliant world of yellow beach glared back him. His ears were filled with the soft roar of ocean breakers behind him and the cries of seagulls above him. 
Kendril coughed. Each breath stabbed him in the chest like a hot knife. He reached forward, and his hand grabbed a fistful of warm sand.
Land. He had made it to land. How, he didn’t know. His last memory was floating and fighting for life in the darkness of the storm and the impossible waves of the ocean.
Eru had cursed him. There was no other explanation. Death was too merciful for him. He was living out his penance all over again.
For Celeste. For Atherton.
A horse snorted nearby. The jangle of reins sounded over the soothing roar of the ocean.
Kendril moved his head, slowly and jerkily. Rough sand stuck to his cheek. He tried to blink the sand and salt out of his eyes.
There were riders on horseback, not too far away. Their shapes were silhouetted against the bright blue sky.
Kendril tried to speak, but he was too weak. He merely managed to cough and sputter, causing more cringing pain in his side. 
That’s when he noticed it.
Behind the riders were people on foot in a long line. Their hands were shackled together in chains and manacles. 
Kendril put his head back down onto the warm sand.
And then the darkness took him once again.
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