
        
            
                
            
        

     
 
 
 
 
The Chronicles of Zanthora: Book Three
 
Soulbinder
By 
Ben Cassidy
 



 
Copyright © 2012 by Ben Cassidy
 All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof
 may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever
 without the express written permission of the publisher
 except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.
Printed in the United States of America
First Printing, 2012
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
Books in the Chronicles of Zanthora:
 
Ghostwalker
 
Throne of Llewyllan
 
Soulbinder
 
Demonbane
 
Oracle
 
Redemption (Coming Soon)
 
 
Tales of the Two Rings:
Daughter of Llathe: A Tale of the Two Rings
Tales of the Two Rings: Volume 1
Tales of the Two Rings: Volume 2
Tales of the Two Rings: Volume 3 (Coming Soon)
 
 
 
 
To join an email update listserv for future releases, contact:
ChroniclesofZanthora@yahoo.com
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dedicated to Michael and Mark,
my Maklavir and Joseph
 



 
Contents
Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Chapter 11
Chapter 12
Chapter 13
Chapter 14
Chapter 15
Chapter 16
Chapter 17
Chapter 18
 
 



Chapter 1
 
Kendril always hated having to kill someone. Especially before breakfast.
He pressed the barrel of his flintlock pistol a little harder into the cheek of the person before him. 
The man looked back at him in terror, his face smashed against the wooden boards of the tavern wall. 
He didn’t look nearly so tough now, Kendril thought. Considering the poor fool was a trigger’s pull away from a messy death, Kendril couldn’t really blame him.
The room was deathly silent. The table and chairs still lay haphazardly on the ground where they had been thrown, while the dirty floor boards were covered with the yellowed playing cards that had been sent flying moments before. Poker chips lay scattered everywhere. 
By the frost-covered window another man was getting to his feet, a knife at his belt half-drawn. 
Only half-drawn, because Kendril’s other hand held a second flintlock pistol aimed at his head. 
“Kendril,” said a voice from behind him, “for the love of Eru put those guns away.”
Kendril shifted his eyes back and forth between the two men he held at gunpoint. “Stay out of this, Maklavir.”
Brushing himself off, Maklavir rose to his feet, giving a heavy sigh. He was a tall man, immaculately dressed in fine silk clothes with a purple cape and a prominent silver buckle on his belt. Dark hair and a sharply-trimmed goatee accentuated his face, while a sword that looked as if it hadn’t seen much use was fastened to his belt.
His friend was far different in appearance. Draped around Kendril was a long, weather-stained black cloak, with a hood that covered his head. Along with the two pistols he held in his hands, the hilts of two short swords glistened from underneath the folds of his cloak. His boots were spattered with mud and snow. Black gloves covered his hands.
“I was handling this just fine,” said Maklavir sourly.
The man by the window shot the purple-caped man a hate-filled look. “You’re a dirty liar and a cheat.”
Maklavir spread his hands in frustration. “I told you, I wasn’t cheating. You were just playing badly, that’s all. Now look, maybe we—”
“You’re a dead man, ambassador,” snarled the man with the pistol against his cheek. His eyes shifted warily back to Kendril. “And so are you. We have friends in this town.”
Maklavir sighed, looking down at a trampled card on the ground. “Diplomat, not ambassador. And I’m not even that any more. Look, can’t we just talk about this?”
The man by the window looked over at Kendril. His hand tightened on his dagger. “You picked the wrong fop to help, stranger. You must have a real death wish.”
Maklavir replaced a cap with a bouncing yellow feather on his head. “Actually, he does have a death wish. He’s a Ghostwalker.”
If it was even possible, the two men’s faces paled a little bit more.
“A Ghostwalker?” stammered the man against the wall.
“You’re lying,” snapped the other one.
“Care to find out?” said Kendril.
There was another moment of agonizing silence.
Finally, the man against the wall dropped his sword with a clunk. 
With a resigned scowl the man by the window let his dagger fall back into its sheath, then pulled his hand away. 
Kendril took a step back, his pistols still leveled at both men. “Now both of you get out, before I decide to redecorate in here.”
With a silent look of rage at the Ghostwalker, they shuffled through the door out into the bustling common room of the tavern. 
Kendril watched them carefully until they disappeared out the front door into the frosty morning air. Giving a satisfied sniff, he re-holstered his pistols.
“What in the Halls of Pelos was that?” said Maklavir as soon as they had gone.
Kendril gave his friend a surprised look. “What was that? That was me saving your life. The big one already had his sword out, for Eru’s sake.”
Maklavir angrily grabbed one of the wooden chairs and set it back upright. “I told you I had it under control. Until you came in here, that is, waving those confounded firearms of yours around—”
Kendril’s eyes glowered darkly. “Those ‘confounded firearms’ just saved your life, you pompous windbag. Two more seconds and you would have been dead on the floor.”
Maklavir set the table back up with a stifled groan. “Oh, I suppose it doesn’t matter anymore. Any winnings I might have gotten are gone either way. I don’t suppose you managed to procure any coinage last night?”
The Ghostwalker scowled, then glanced at the busy street outside the window. “No.” He gave Maklavir a side look. “So were you cheating?”
“No,” said the diplomat coldly. “I told you before, Kendril, I don’t cheat.”
The young man in the black cloak grunted. “Right.”
They moved back into the common room of the tavern. The place was large, with long rectangular tables running down the center of the room. A fireplace stood against the far wall, with a nondescript painted landscape hung above it. A bar ran across the wall to their right, and the tavern owner and his assistant were busy delivering breakfast to people seated at the tables. Illuminated in the gray morning light streaming in through the windows, the tavern had the vaguely dirty, unsophisticated look of a hundred other taverns in a hundred other small towns. 
Kendril had seen enough of them to last a lifetime. 
They moved around one of the larger tables, avoiding a man who was tearing furiously into a stale loaf of bread. No one seemed too concerned about the scuffle that had occurred just minutes ago back in the card room, but that didn’t particularly surprise Kendril. Stefgarten was filled with miscreants and vagabonds of every description, and fights in this town seemed fairly common. He had seen two break out in the street in as many days. One had ended with a man getting killed.
It was all rather typical for a little border town like Stefgarten. The refuse from both Merewith and Valmingaard seemed to congregate here, looking for a place to trade furs, drink booze, and play cards where no pesky officials would bother them. Technically, Stefgarten was in the borders of the Empire of Merewith, but Merewith was fractured and divided into countless duchies and baronies. The Emperor in the capital city of Varn did not have much actual authority over many of the outlying provinces. Kendril didn’t know what petty lord held sway this close to the border of Valmingaard, and frankly he didn’t really care. Whoever it was had obviously given up any attempt to govern this backwater little town, and Kendril couldn’t much blame them. Stefgarten wasn’t exactly the kind of place worth caring about, much less fighting for. 
The sooner they got out of here, he thought for the hundredth time, the better.
“Well,” said Maklavir, shaking his depleted coin purse miserably. “I suppose we have enough for breakfast, anyway. Might as well start the day on the right foot.”
Kendril rubbed his eyes wearily as they sat down at one of the long tables close to the fireplace. “I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”
“Yes, well eat up, because this is probably the last meal we’ll have for a while, not to mention beds for the night. I can only hope Joseph and Kara are having better luck than we are.”
Kendril leaned back in his chair. He watched the thin crowd in the common room warily. “They certainly can’t be having much worse.”
“No,” said Maklavir with a sigh. “They certainly can’t.” He looked up as a tavern maid came up to the table.
“What’ll it be, gents?” she announced.
The diplomat gave a disarming smile. “Your beauty is enough for me, my dear.”
The maid giggled, her cheeks blushing slightly. 
Kendril rolled his eyes. “Bread and cheese for me,” he said. “And an ale.”
Maklavir gave his companion a sharp look. “It’s nine o’clock in the morning, Kendril.”
“You indulge in your vices, Maklavir,” Kendril replied with a quick glance at the wench, “and I’ll indulge in mine.”
The diplomat shook his head, then smiled up at the girl again. “Bread and cheese for me as well, my dear, though plain water will suffice.”
Batting her eyes one more time at Maklavir, the maid turned back to the bar.
Kendril folded his hands together on the surface of the table. “Do you have to do that all the time?”
Maklavir rubbed his hands together, looking up in surprise. “Do what?”
“Flirt with every woman who gets within fifty feet of us. It’s annoying.”
The diplomat glanced up at the painting above the fire. “I find that flirting is a rather necessary prerequisite when it comes to enjoying the company of a beautiful woman.”
Kendril crossed his arms. His eyes wandered to a bearded man at the next table. “Here’s a thought. Maybe for once you could forgo the company of a beautiful woman and leave us all in peace.”
Maklavir looked over at his friend. “Just because you’ve made a silly vow never to touch a woman doesn’t give you the right to deny others the same.” He cocked his head. “You’re unusually nasty this morning. Anything you want to talk about?”
“With you? No.” Kendril’s eyes followed the tavern maid as she returned to their table with their food and drinks. 
“Thank you,” said Maklavir with another smile. He pressed a coin into the lady’s hand. “And this is for you. A small price to pay to view such a lovely face.”
She smiled again, hesitating for a long moment before she turned quickly back to the bar.
Kendril grabbed the handle of his ale mug. “Want to give away any more of our money?”
Maklavir shrugged and picked up his bread. “Tavern maids make next to nothing, Kendril. A little tip won’t hurt.”
The Ghostwalker lifted his mug sarcastically. “Here’s hoping you make it into her bed, then. I’d hate to think that coin was wasted.”
Maklavir took a bite of his bread and gave Kendril a cutting look. “My, my, you’re positively vitriolic.”
Kendril took a long draught of the ale, then set the mug back down on the table. “Why shouldn’t I be? We’ve got no money, we haven’t heard from Joseph or Kara in three days…” he glanced down suspiciously at his drink, “and this ale has more water in it than the Arneth River.”
“Joseph is a skilled trapper,” said Maklavir as he cut off a slice of the grayish cheese. “And Kara’s a fairly decent woodsman herself. I’m betting they’ll have some furs to trade when they get back.”
“They’d better,” glowered Kendril, “because so far all we’ve gotten from your card playing are death threats.”
Maklavir waved his knife in the air. “I told you, I had that under control.”
Kendril sighed, looking off to the side and rubbing his arms. 
The air in the common room was chilly, despite the blazing fire just a few feet away. Last night’s bedding hadn’t kept out the frigid cold much, either. Of course, even that would be better than sleeping out in the stables, which is what they were facing unless they got enough money for rooms tonight.
All in all, Kendril thought to himself as he looked over the tables of the common room, things were about as low as they could get. To make matters worse, if he had just gotten out of bed five minutes later Maklavir would most likely be dead right now and he could have been spared the tediousness of having breakfast with the man.
Tomorrow he was definitely sleeping in.
They ate in silence, enjoying as best they could the meager fare before them. As Kendril drained the last of his ale, Maklavir yawned, stretching his arms as the fire crackled nearby. 
“I suppose we should go get the animals,” he said, his voice drained of enthusiasm.
Kendril nodded, wiping his chin. “When did Joseph say he and Kara would be back?”
Maklavir brushed some crumbs off his trousers and got stiffly to his feet. “Sometime today. He wasn’t much more specific than that.”
Kendril got up as well, and cast a quick look at a group of men clustered at one of the other tables. “Hopefully they’ll find us, then.”
His companion sighed. “Hopefully.”
They moved to the door of the simple tavern and headed outside. 
The first bite of air was startlingly cold, and Maklavir pulled on his gloves against the chill. 
Kendril closed the door behind them and glanced around.
The front porch of the inn was small, opening abruptly onto the main street of Stefgarten. Icicles glistened brightly in the morning sunshine from where they hung along the edge of the inn’s roof, and the wooden steps leading down to the street sparkled with ice as well. Snow covered the entire street in front of them, close to a foot deep in places. A small lane had been plowed through the center of the road, and snow had been piled against the buildings on either side. The constant churning of passing people and animals had turned it an unhealthy brown, and in places the dirt showed through the trampled snow on the bottom of the lane. 
Kendril glanced up at the bright sky above, then moved for the stairs that led to the street. He grabbed the railing carefully as he descended, trying not to slip on the icy footing. 
Cold winters were certainly not a strange sight this far north, and life in Stefgarten plodded remorselessly on through the inclement weather. Several travelers worked their way down the street, keeping their heads down against the crisp air. A large wagon carrying several barrels creaked through the snow, a small gray dog yapping and biting at the heels of the weary horses that pulled it. Across the street under the awning of the local general store three men were drinking whiskey and laughing uproariously at some joke. A woman wearing a dark blue handkerchief over her head hurriedly crossed the street, huddling a screaming infant close to her chest.
Kendril pulled up his cloak against the cold breeze. He watched the road carefully. 
Maklavir clambered down the steps as well, both hands on the rail. 
Three men came out from an alleyway across the way, wearing wide-brimmed hats and keeping their faces down out of the wind.
“It was like this all the time in Valmingaard,” said Maklavir conversationally as he stepped cautiously into the snow. “Bloody cold almost the year round. Can’t say I miss it much.”
Kendril crunched into the snow. He glanced over at the woman and her screaming infant. “The Valmingaard border’s not far from here, just a day’s march or so to the north.” He smirked. “Maybe we should drop in and say hi to your old friends at the royal court.”
“That wouldn’t be such a good idea,” said Maklavir as he tried his best to avoid getting snow on his trousers, “what with the banishment and all. The King was never too good at controlling his temper, and I have a feeling—” He glanced up, his face suddenly blanching. “Great Eru!”
Kendril whirled. One hand reached for his pistol. 
The three men that had appeared from the alley were coming towards them. Two of them were the same ruffians that Maklavir had been playing cards with that morning. The third was a large man who looked to be a friend of theirs.
Somehow, Kendril thought as he whipped out one of his pistols, he had a feeling they weren’t interested in another game.
The gun was barely in his hand before one of the men swung a large wooden club. It caught the barrel of the pistol and knocked it out of Kendril’s grip. 
The firearm flew into the snow a few feet away. 
His wrist still ringing from the blow, Kendril jumped back and fished wildly for the hilt of one of the two short swords buckled to his belt. He crashed into Maklavir, and sent them both sprawling back against the wooden steps. 
The diplomat gave a sharp cry of pain as the sharp corner of one dug into his ribs.
The man with the club was readying another blow when his foot slipped on a patch of ice. He wobbled and threw out both hands to steady himself. 
The second man drew his knife, then caught sight of Kendril’s pistol in the snow. He rushed off to the side, and reached out a hand for the gun.
With a muffled curse, Kendril shoved Maklavir aside and drew his sword. He nearly lost his footing on the icy ground. 
The diplomat slid into the wooden railing, than fell backwards into the snow. 
The man with the club had finally steadied himself, but not before Kendril leapt at him. 
The Ghostwalker’s sword shone fiercely in the morning sun before it cleaved through the wooden club and into the man’s arm. 
The ruffian screamed shrilly as he tripped back into the snow. Blood erupted from his slashed limb. 
Kendril spun around, just in time to see the second man with the knife pick his gun up out of the snow. He launched the short sword in his hand through the air towards the man.
Admittedly, it wasn’t a very tactically sound maneuver. Swords were in general not designed to be aerodynamic, and throwing one was generally a sign of extreme desperation. 
Then again, this situation struck Kendril as being about as desperate as they came.
Fortunately, the blade proved better at the task than Kendril had assumed. 
The second man was just straightening when the short sword hit him squarely in the middle of the chest. The impact of the heavy steel punched the air out of his lungs, and with a rather muffled grunt he toppled back into the snow.
Still smiling from the unexpected success of his flying sword trick, Kendril turned back around. 
The smile vanished from his face.
The third man was standing just a few feet away. He had thrown off his coat, revealing a chest that bristled with more muscles than Kendril could remember seeing in a long time. His bald head and the gold earring dangling from his left ear only contributed to the overall menacing demeanor. 
Those, and the five-foot long double-handed sword that he held as lightly as a feather in his hands.
The woman with the infant screamed, dashing through the snow towards the safety of the other side of the street. The men drinking whiskey on the porch across the street quickly put down their bottles, and crowded along the edge of the railing to see what was happening. 
The card-player whose arm Kendril had slashed struggled to his feet with a curse, cradling his injured limb. “Talvik,” he shouted, “kill him!”
The large man smiled. Several of his teeth were missing. His hands tightened on the hilt of the massive sword. He took a half step forward. 
Kendril moved back. His eyes never left the man’s face.
Maklavir emerged from the snow, shaking the white flakes off his arms. His eyes widened as he saw the large man with the massive sword. He fumbled for the hilt of his own weapon. “Kendril—”
“Shut up,” the Ghostwalker hissed, waving one of his hands back without taking his eyes from Talvik’s face. On his belt his second sword and loaded pistol dangled with tantalizing nearness, but Kendril knew that to reach for them would be death. His adversary was far too close, and the brief half-second it would take to draw a weapon would be just enough time for the double-handed sword to take his head off.
“Kill him!” the man with the injured arm screamed again.
Talvik grinned again, his gold earring glittering in the cold sunlight.
The next moment the two-handed sword sang through the air, straight at Kendril’s head.
 



Chapter 2
 
Kendril threw himself to the side.
He rolled through the snow and stumbled as quickly as he could to his feet again. 
The two-handed sword cleaved through the space where he had been a moment before. The steel blade gouged off a piece of the nearby wooden railing as it sailed by.
Maklavir gave a yelp and leapt back. He slipped on the ice but keeping his footing.
Kendril reached for the pistol at his belt as he rose. 
Talvik was too fast.
The towering man sprung forward, roaring in anger. He brought the massive sword down at Kendril. 
The Ghostwalker vaulted back, and fell into the snow as Talvik’s sword carved a path disturbingly close to his chest. 
Without stopping the muscle-bound man readjusted his grip and swung his weapon at Kendril again with blinding speed.
With a strangled curse Kendril dodged. He smashed back up against something hard. He half-turned, glimpsing the shape of a large wagon behind him. The driver appeared to have mysteriously vanished. 
Talvik came again. He lifted his sword in the air with both hands. 
Kendril dropped to the ground, feeling the sharp cold of the snow, then rolled backwards. He ducked his head as he felt the undercarriage of the wagon brush his shoulder.
The entire vehicle shuddered as Talvik’s sword smashed down into the wood where Kendril had been standing a moment before. 
The man let out a shriek of rage, struggling to dislodge his sword from where it was stuck in the wagon’s side.
Kendril rolled onto this stomach, and reached one hand towards his belt. The bottom of the wagon was inches above his head, his left cheek pressed into snow and mud. Three feet away he could see Talvik’s boots shuffling around in the slush. Kendril banged his elbow painfully against the wagon above him as he tried to get the pistol out of its holster. 
This was certainly a grand moment, he thought bitterly. Hiding like a scared cat under a wagon. It really wasn’t—
Without warning the sword was shoved point down into the snow, where it stood for a moment, embedded in the frozen ground. The next instant two powerful hands gripped the underside of the wagon carriage and heaved upwards.
To Kendril’s horror the entire wagon flipped over the top of him and crashed down on its side behind him.
Talvik easily yanked the sword out of the ground and held it in one beefy hand.
Kendril yanked out his flintlock pistol and fired.
There was a half-hearted spark, and the snow-covered weapon misfired. Smoke drifted uselessly from the damp firing pan.
Kendril glanced at the overturned carriage behind him, then down at his smoldering pistol. He looked up at Talvik. “I don’t suppose you want to talk this over?”
With one smooth motion the ruffian swept the large sword over his head, ready to bury it in Kendril’s skull. 
The Ghostwalker winced, preparing himself for the inevitable blow.
It never came.
There was a sharp hissing sound, followed by a low thud. 
Talvik’s staggered forward, his face registering shock and pain. He started to turn, but there was another sharp whizzing noise, and he crumpled to the ground, landing face first in the snow. 
Two arrows protruded from his back.
A figure stood in the middle of the road twenty paces behind the body, a longbow held in her left hand. Her free hand reached up and lowered the hood of the green cloak that flapped gently in the wind. Red hair spilled down onto her shoulders.
Kendril replaced his pistol, rubbing his hand across his snow-covered cheek. “Your timing is impeccable, Kara.”
The young woman reached for another arrow. “Any more?”
Kendril heaved himself to his feet. Snow fell from the edges of his trousers. “Just one,” he said as he glanced around, “and it looks like he’s long gone. Where’s Joseph?”
Kara left the arrow in her quiver and brushed back her hair. “Coming.” She gave the dead man a distasteful look. “Not really a challenge unless they’re twice your size, I suppose?”
The Ghostwalker walked up to her. He gave a good-natured shrug. “I had it under control.”
Kara nodded. “Sure you did.”
Maklavir came through the snow towards them, one hand still on the hilt of his sword. “Kara! Thank Eru. I don’t know what we would have done if you hadn’t come when you did.”
“Yes,” said Kendril with a sardonic smile, “Things were bad. Maklavir actually had his sword half-drawn.”
Kara sighed. “We’ve only been gone for three days. You two couldn’t stay out of trouble for that long?”
Kendril glanced back over his shoulder at Talvik’s body. “They started it.”
The beautiful redhead shouldered her longbow. “Why is it, Kendril, that you always manage to get into a fight in whatever town we visit?”
“Hey,” said the Ghostwalker lightly, “this time it was Maklavir’s fault. I had nothing to do with it.”
The diplomat’s face turned red. “It most certainly was not my fault,” he protested. “How can you—”
“Guys,” cut in Kara in an exasperated tone, “drop it, all right? We have other problems.”
Kendril’s face turned serious. “The furs?”
The woman shook her head. “Not much. There’s hardly any game in the foothills around here. We got a few squirrels, some rabbits, and a fox or two.”
“That’s not good,” said Kendril dully.
“No,” said a new voice from behind them. “It’s not.” 
They turned to see Joseph walking up, leading two horses behind him. Flecks of snow stood out in his beard and on the red handkerchief tied around his neck. His brown greatcoat was covered with the stains of many long years of travel through the wilderness. At his side hung his simple rapier. A brimmed hat covered his head.
“How much did you get?” asked Kendril.
Joseph stopped, patting one of the horses on the forehead. “Fifteen coins. And that was after some hard bargaining.”
Maklavir pulled back his feathered cap. “Fifteen coins? That’s hardly enough for supper and rooms tonight.”
A shadow fell over Joseph’s face. “I know. I tried my best.”
“Not your fault, Joseph.” Kendril turned, clapping the snow and ice off his gloves. “Let’s get you two something to eat.”
 
The four weary companions sat together in the inn while Kara and Joseph ate their meals. A despondent silence hung over the group, and even the usually jovial Maklavir said nothing, dismally watching the fire with his arms crossed.
As he finished his last bite, Joseph sat back with a sigh. “I suppose we should talk.”
Kendril nodded grimly. “I suppose so.”
Maklavir stretched out one hand towards the nearby warmth of the fireplace. “Give me another chance at the card table. I really think I can—”
“The card angle didn’t work too well the last time,” broke in Kendril. “I think it’s time to face facts. We’re broke, and short of a miracle I don’t see how we’re going to get any fast coinage.”
 Kara pushed back from the table. “There were some pretty nice manor houses on the road coming in here.”
Joseph looked over her. “Absolutely not, Kara. I told you, no thievery.”
The redhead threw up her hands in exasperation. “For Eru’s sake, Joseph. You think those people got their titles and mansions by honest hard work? Most of them are just as much of a thief as a common highway bandit.”
“And that,” said Maklavir with a smile, “coming from an ex-highway bandit.”
Kara threw him a nasty look.
Kendril folded his hands in front of him and settled back into his chair. “Anyone got any bright ideas?”
There was silence as the other three avoided his glance.
“Well then,” said Kendril, “I suppose this is where we part ways.”
Maklavir looked up with a startled expression. “You’re leaving?”
“He means all of us,” said Joseph glumly as he traced one of the cracks in the table. “The whole group.”
“I don’t really see any other choice. No sense in us all hanging out and starving together.” Kendril caught the expression on Maklavir’s face. “Don’t look too stunned,” he said irritably. “We all knew this wouldn’t last.”
“Still,” said the diplomat as he tapped the side of his water mug, “it makes for a rather inglorious end, don’t you think?”
“You used to live in Valmingaard, didn’t you Maklavir?” Kara put her elbows on the table and leaned into her hands. “Surely you have some friends close by?”
“Fewer now than one might think,” Maklavir returned with a sad smile. “I didn’t exactly leave the kingdom on the best of terms.”
“I think we should stay together,” said Joseph quietly. 
All heads turned towards him. 
He leaned back in his chair, tugging at the red handkerchief tied around his neck. “I think we have a better chance together than if we split up.”
Kendril gave his friend a probing glance. “Do you have any particular ideas in mind, Joseph?”
The scout looked down at the table again and scratched his beard in contemplative silence. “Not exactly.”
The Ghostwalker crossed his arms. He looked back at the tavern door. “Then I don’t think we have a whole lot of options. The money the furs brought us should give us rooms for the night, but in the morning—”
The scout shrugged. “We’ve made it this far together. Surely we can find some way past this.”
“Like I said before,” Kendril replied venomously, “I would be more than happy to hear any ideas anyone has. So far no one has come up with anything.”
“There was Kara’s burglary bit,” said Maklavir. “I for one thought it sounded capital.”
Kara beamed. “Thank you, Maklavir.”
“You’re welcome.”
Kendril clasped his hands together. “This is ridiculous. I hope everyone’s this happy when we’re sleeping out in the snow.”
Joseph scratched the side of his beard. “We’ve slept out in the wild before, Kendril.”
“With supplies,” the Ghostwalker added. “Supplies that require money for us to buy. Or had you forgotten?”
“We could shoot game. We’ve had to make do before.”
“Game?” Kendril nodded his head in the direction of the frost-covered windows. “It’s the middle of winter. You were out there for three whole days and could barely trap enough to get fifteen coins worth of fur. There’s no way we could feed all four of us in the wild.”
“Look, Kendril—”
“No,” said the Ghostwalker heatedly, “you look. It’s over, Joseph. Fun while it lasted, but over just the same. So why don’t—”
“Excuse me,” came a quiet voice from behind them, “am I interrupting something?”
The four of them turned their heads. 
A man stood behind Kendril’s chair, smiling broadly. He was short and rather rotund, wearing a heavy fur-lined robe. His boots were velvet, and a silken handkerchief protruded from a breast pocket. Covering his fingers were an overwhelming number of thick silver and gold rings, some sporting massive jewels that sparkled even in the dim light of the common room. His face was covered with a scratchy beard, while his thinning hair had been combed back and greased. The man pressed his hands together as he watched the group sitting before him.
Kendril looked the newcomer up and down. “What do you want?”
The man smiled again, the firelight shining in his hair. “To join you, if I may.”
Before Kendril could manage a discouraging reply the small man had pulled up a chair. He settled down with a sigh. “That’s better.”
“We were in the middle of a conversation here,” said Kendril. 
The man waved a hand and sent a sleeve of his robe flying. “Yes, yes, I know. You are short on money, no?”
“You were eavesdropping?” asked Maklavir. 
Kendril continued to glare at the man, but said nothing.
“No, no, not eavesdropping. I simply overheard your conversation.” He pressed his fingertips together. “Do not be alarmed. I believe I can help you, if you’ll let me.”
Kendril remained rigid in his chair. “Whatever it is, we’re not interested.”
The man glanced over at the Ghostwalker and grinned. “At least have the decency to hear me out before you make up your mind.”
Kara inclined her head suspiciously. “We don’t even know who you are.”
He laughed. “Nor I you, but that can be quickly remedied. I am Galla, from Badera.”
“You’re a long way from home,” Kendril said.
“So, I garner, are all of you.” He flicked his eyes from face to face around the table. His gaze finally rested on Joseph. “You are a pathfinder, are you not? A man of the outdoors?”
Joseph nodded carefully. “Yes.”
Galla chuckled. He pulled up the fur collar on his robe. “Excellent, excellent. Exactly what I was hoping for.”
Kendril continued to stare at the man. “And what exactly was that?”
The Baderan rested his elbows on the armrests of the chair. He glanced behind him quickly, then over towards the tavern door. Satisfied, he lowered his voice a notch. “I have some…business…to attend to in the area. I am in need of a knowledgeable guide, and bodyguards.” He smiled. “The journey, you see, is a dangerous one for a lone traveler such as myself.”
“There are dozens of men in town who could guide you to where you want to go,” said Joseph. “Why us?”
Galla shook his head emphatically and leaned forward. “I cannot afford to hire a local man. My journey is of a…sensitive nature, and I cannot risk gossip spreading through the town.” He tugged at his robe nervously. “Besides, the people here are not too, well, accommodating to Baderans.”
Maklavir shrugged. “Your countrymen have invaded this area many times before in the past. You can hardly blame the locals for being a mite bitter.”
“Just what exactly is the nature of your business, Mr. Galla?” asked Kendril coldly.
The Baderan looked over at the Ghostwalker. He flexed his fingers nervously. “I am a priest,” he said slowly. “From the Haldithan Monastery. One of our brothers is currently ministering to a group of new converts to the west of here. He requested some simple supplies be sent to him, along with some copies of the Blessed Scriptures.”
Joseph raised his eyebrows. “Converts?”
Galla nodded quickly. “A tribe of barbarians who have renounced their pagan ways.” He touched his hand to his forehead. “The Oganti, I believe they’re called.”
Maklavir took a deep breath. “The Oganti are a bloodthirsty lot,” he said in a quiet voice. He glanced over at Kendril. “They were constantly raiding outlying farms and villages back when I was in Valmingaard.” He shuddered, and pulled his cape around his shoulders. “They would kidnap children and young men and women wherever they could, carting them off to Eru knows where.”
Joseph cupped his hands around the mug of water in front of him. “Why?”
Maklavir sighed and looked down at the table. “Slaves. Some they sold, some they would sacrifice to their gods. Occasionally we would find the remains.” He looked back at Galla. “Most of those who were taken were never heard from again.”
Galla bowed his head sadly. “The Oganti have been in bondage to the darker powers, ever since the times of Despair. We have tried to reach them with the message of hope, but they have long resisted the efforts of our brothers.”
“But you said they had converted?” said Joseph.
“Not all. But some.” Galla looked around the table. “One of the smaller tribes, only a couple hundred people, but it is a start. They are trying their best to learn to farm instead of raiding. The last we had heard from our brother they were even building a small church, though the progress is slow. That is why it is imperative that I get through to them. They have great need of the supplies that I am bringing, but the route is a perilous one.” He straightened, and glanced sadly back at the tavern windows. “But there is much hatred and fear here, especially of a Baderan such as myself. That is why I turn to you for assistance.”
Joseph glanced over at Kendril. 
The Ghostwalker remained silent, watching the Baderan with glowering eyes.
Joseph cleared his throat. “We would like to help, Mr. Galla, but—”
“You would all be compensated, of course,” Galla broke in quickly. “The journey would take about two or three days. I will purchase all necessary food and supplies. As for money--” He cleared his throat and clasped both his hands together tightly. “I regret to say that I do not have much. Would, say, five hundred coins be sufficient?”
Joseph’s jaw dropped. 
Maklavir stopped stroking his goatee and stared at the Baderan as if he were crazy.
“Five hundred coins?” Joseph stammered. “That seems…” he exchanged a look with Maklavir, “…reasonable.”
“We’re not mercenaries,” came the abrupt sound of Kendril’s voice. He hadn’t moved, his arms still crossed.
Galla looked over at the Ghostwalker and smiled weakly. “I understand. It is my wish that no bloodshed occur on my journey. But—” he looked back at Joseph, “I require a guide, and a larger group will make travel safer, especially against highway bandits and raiders.”
Joseph opened his mouth to reply, but Kendril cut in first.
“Sorry. Not interested.”
Galla’s face faltered. “Please, I know that I do not have much to offer, but--?”
Kendril sneered. “How about we cut to the chase? What’s your real game here, Galla?”
Joseph put a hand on the table. “Kendril—”
The priest shook his head. “I’m not--”
“Smuggling?” the Ghostwalker continued. “Or maybe you’ve got some friends of yours waiting for us in the woods just outside of town?”
“Kendril!” Joseph stood from his chair. “A word?”
Kendril glared up at his friend for a moment, then pushed back his chair. 
Joseph walked over to the bar, and waited until the Ghostwalker came up beside him. “What in Zanthora do you think you’re doing?” he hissed.
“Oh, come on.” Kendril looked back over his shoulder at the table behind them. “Don’t tell me you’re actually buying this guy’s story?”
Joseph clenched his fist. “Why shouldn’t I?”
 Kendril looked back at his companion. “Five hundred coins? To nursemaid some priest in the wilderness? He can’t be legitimate.”
Joseph inhaled, controlling his rising temper. “And what if he is, Kendril? You want to throw away an opportunity like this? Five minutes ago you were saying that we had no other choice but to split up. Well, now we have another choice, and you’re determined to reject it.”
Kendril glanced back at the Baderan sitting across the room. “I don’t trust him, Joseph. He’s hiding something.”
Joseph looked away in disgust. “It’s always the same with you, Kendril. You never trust anybody. Everyone always has to have some ulterior motive.” He looked back at his friend. “Is it so hard to believe that someone could be telling the truth for once?”
The Ghostwalker nodded. “Yes. It is. He doesn’t even look like a priest.”
Joseph turned from the bar. “He’s a Baderan, Kendril. The clergy there own more land than the rest of the country combined. Chances are he’s an aristocrat himself. That doesn’t make him a liar.”
Kendril scowled and looked back in Galla’s direction again. “It just doesn’t add up, Joseph.”
He gave an exasperated sigh. “You know what, Kendril? It doesn’t matter anyway, because you don’t speak for all of us. You want to stay here, fine. I for one am going. Even if this is some nefarious trap it’s better than rotting away in this backwoods town.” He turned to go.
Kendril caught his arm. “Joseph, don’t be a fool!”
He turned angrily towards the Ghostwalker. “Fool? I’m not the one turning my back on five hundred coins, Kendril.” He shook his head. “You know, sometimes I think you want to split our group apart.”
The Ghostwalker bristled, but said nothing.
“Guys?” came Kara’s sudden voice from behind them. “What’s going on?”
Kendril turned back to the bar. 
Joseph gave him an angry glance. “Kendril doesn’t think Galla’s telling the truth.”
Kara looked back at where Maklavir and the priest were talking at the table. “Well he’s telling the truth about one thing, anyway.” She pulled a small book out from under her cloak and tossed it to Joseph. 
He glanced down at it, then back up at Kara. “The Blessed Scriptures?”
The redhead leaned back against the bar. “His saddlebags are filled with them. Other religious stuff, too. Icons, candles, that kind of stuff.”
“You went out and took this from his saddlebag?”
“Wasn’t too hard. His animals are just outside.” Kara cocked her head and gave Joseph a knowing smile. “Don’t worry. I wasn’t going to keep it.”
Kendril turned his head and gave the book in Joseph’s hand a dubious look. “So he’s carrying the stuff he says he is. That doesn’t mean anything.”
“It means he isn’t lying.” 
“About that,” Kendril returned briskly.
“Look, Kendril,” said Kara in a low voice, “I’m as suspicious as you are of this guy, but so far his story checks out. I think we should go for this.”
The Ghostwalker gave a look over his shoulder back at where Galla was sitting. “I still think this smells like a trap.”
Kara gave a small laugh. “If he’s trying to rob us, the joke’s on him. We don’t have anything of value.”
 Kendril said nothing. He tapped the bar with his hand.
“What do you say, Kendril?” asked Joseph.
The Ghostwalker sighed, lowering his head and rubbing his temple. His shoulders slumped in submission. “Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
 



Chapter 3
 
The sun was shining brightly on the snow as Maklavir dodged around a passing cart, lifting his cape away from the spattering mud. He waved over at Kendril, who was sitting a few feet away on a worn bench, a glittering sword in his hand. Behind him was the open front of a blacksmith shop, and from inside came the ringing sound of metal upon metal.
Maklavir skipped around a mud puddle. He repositioned the cap on his head as he came up beside the Ghostwalker. “Beautiful day, isn’t it?” he said with a deep breath of air.
“It is if you ever get up early enough to see it.” Kendril ran a white cloth down the edge of the long blade, oiling the steel.
Maklavir grinned good-naturedly. “Yes, well I was otherwise occupied. It appears that my gratuitous tip of yesterday was not ill spent.”
“Please,” said Kendril, holding up a hand, “spare me the details.” He lifted the weapon in his hand, searching the bright metal carefully for defects.
Maklavir folded his arms across his chest. “That’s a fine sword,” he said conversationally. “I don’t think I’ve seen it before.”
Kendril held it out at arm’s length, turning it in his hand. The blue and green gems set into the hilt sparkled and danced in the sunlight.
“Jade gave it to me,” he said quietly.
“Ah.” Maklavir nodded. “I haven’t seen you use it.”
“I can’t,” said Kendril. “Not yet.” He grabbed the scabbard off the ground where it lay by his foot. A moment later, the weapon was sheathed.
“So,” said Maklavir as he cleared his throat. “Where are Joseph and Kara?”
“Getting supplies,” Kendril replied vaguely. He rose stiffly to his feet, stretching his back. “Galla wants to leave by noon.”
The diplomat caught the tone in his friend’s voice. “You don’t trust him?”
“No.”
He grinned. “I guess one of us shouldn’t. I for one think he’s a charming chap. Surprisingly well cultured.”
Kendril stuffed his oiling cloth into a pocket of his cloak. “Well that’s just grand.”
Maklavir shrugged. “We’ve been to so many backwater towns, it’s hard to find anyone who can talk intelligently about the latest fashions and gossip. Hardimelaag has come out with a new opera, apparently.” The diplomat sighed. “Though I doubt I’ll ever see it now.”
“Consider yourself lucky. His Yolanda was absolutely painful.”
Maklavir gave his companion a startled look. “You’ve seen Yolanda?”
Kendril turned from the bench. “Unfortunately.”
The diplomat stepped beside him, shaking his head. “You’re a man of many surprises, Kendril.”
The Ghostwalker grunted. “I try.”
 
“There.” Kara threw the rope over the last donkey’s back and tightened the pack that hung haphazardly on its side. “More than two weeks’ rations, plus all the blankets and matchcords we could need.” She turned her head, her breath crystallizing in the air. “It should be enough.”
Joseph nodded. He patted one of the animals on the back. The three donkeys stood patiently in a row, their tails whishing and their breath steaming white in the cold. 
Galla finished putting the last gold coin into the hand of a pleased-looking shopkeeper who was standing on the steps to his store.
“Anytime you want to do business again,” the shopkeeper said with a tip of his hat, “I’d be happy to help.”
Galla pulled his fur-lined coat up against the chill. “Thank you, but this is all we need for now.”
“You folks trappers, then?” the man continued, eying Joseph and Kara curiously. “Not much game out in the woods this time of year.”
“We’re—” Galla paused, his fingers clutching together nervously for a moment, “surveying, actually. Just trying to find some promising hunting grounds for the spring.”
Joseph looked up from the saddlebag he was adjusting. Galla didn’t return his gaze.
The man shrugged. “All right. Best of luck.” He stamped the snow off his boots and headed back into his store.
Galla turned before the door had even swung shut. “Is an hour enough time?” he asked in a low voice.
Joseph nodded slowly, his eyes watching the priest carefully. “Should be. Soon as we find Kendril and Maklavir we can be off.”
“Good.” Galla scratched the back of his neck with a rapid gesture. “And remember, don’t tell anyone about this. Just the five of us.” He glanced back one more time at the empty steps behind him, then pushed past Joseph through the snow.
The scout watched him with narrowed eyes until he disappeared. 
Kara came up next to him, scratching the donkey on the ear. “He lies pretty well for a priest.”
“Yes he does,” said Joseph uncertainly. He shook his head and turned back to the pack he was adjusting.
Kara rubbed her hands slowly together against the cold. “You having second thoughts?”
“No. Kendril’s paranoia is rubbing off on me, that’s all.” He looked up again in the direction the priest had disappeared in. “I’m still not sure why this trip is such a big secret.”
Kara shrugged, then crossed in front of the donkey and tightened the straps on the other side. “He is a Baderan, after all. Maklavir said they weren’t well liked around here. Did you notice how he tries to hide his accent?”
Joseph nodded, but his eyes remained unconvinced.
“We’ll keep our eyes open,” Kara said softly. “Five hundred coins is a lot to throw away, Joseph.”
He sighed. “I know.”
 
A light snow began to fall as the group slowly trudged out of Stefgarten, following the worn track to the west. Joseph led the way, his horse plowing confidently through the snow and slush as he carefully watched the dark forest that loomed ever closer. Galla came behind, swaying atop a tired-looking donkey with what looked to be no little discomfort for both man and beast. The donkeys carrying the supplies came next, their heads down low out of the steadily falling snowflakes. Behind them Kara rode on her pony, shivering occasionally against the cold. Maklavir rode next to her on his white charger, humming to himself.
Behind them all came Kendril, leading his mule Simon by the bridle. A scowl seemed perpetually etched on his face.
They traveled for several hours in silence, save for the sloshing of hooves in the snow and Maklavir’s incessant humming. Around them was a deadened world of white, and the sky above was nothing more than a swirling mass of gray clouds. Ahead was the wide forest, the trees capped with snow, and beyond them were the Snowy Mountains, impossible to see through the clouds. They met no one along the road, and it somehow seemed strangely appropriate. Theirs was a world of solitude, and unnatural stillness.
The cold black of evening was just beginning to fall when Joseph found a spot for them to camp, just off the road. An old farmhouse, its owner long since dead or gone, was barely standing under the weight of its rotting boards, but it was still the best shelter from the cold wind and drifting snow to be seen in any direction.
 Joseph gave a shrug of apology as they unloaded their blankets and supplies by the broken-down door. “Sorry. Best I could do.”
“Half the roof’s missing,” said Maklavir as he peered in through the doorway. “Are you sure this thing is entirely stable?”
“Why don’t you shake the wall and find out?” came Kendril’s tart reply.
Galla gave the shack a disagreeable look, but said nothing. He breathed on his hands, rubbing them quickly together. “It will do,” he said at last.
 
The snow dropped down to a few scattered flakes about two hours after sundown. Joseph sat on a tumbled down fencepost by himself in the dark, wrapped in a blanket against the cold. Behind him from the farmhouse came the flickering light from the campfire, along with the sound of Maklavir telling yet another one of his stories in a dramatic tone. Joseph smiled as the diplomat neared the punch line. He whisked his knife expertly over the small piece of wood in his hands as he listened. He stooped down to blow some of the shavings off, then returned to his quiet whittling.
“Kind of cold out here, isn’t it?” 
Joseph glanced back over his shoulder to see Kendril behind him. “Not too bad,” he replied. “I’ve seen a lot colder.”
The Ghostwalker sighed. He brushed some snow off another fencepost. “Any reason you’re out here all by yourself?”
Joseph cut away another slice of wood. “Not really. You?”
Kendril sat down with a groan. “I couldn’t take anymore of Maklavir’s prattling.”
The scout hid his smile from his friend. “I think he’s told that story before.”
“Try about nine times.” Kendril glanced over at Joseph’s hands. “What are you doing?”
Joseph straightened up. He brushed a snowflake from his face. “Just a little whittling.”
Kendril pulled up his hood as a cold breeze stirred up. “Whittling, huh? Any reason you’re doing it out here in the dark instead of over by the fire?”
The scout hesitated. He put down his knife and pulled at the handkerchief tied around his neck. “It’s kind of a—” He paused, uncertain how to continue. “It’s actually, for…Kara.”
Kendril gave him a probing look. “Kara?”
Joseph flicked a piece of wood off the blanket. “I thought she might like it.”
Kendril glanced back at the farmhouse behind them, then shrugged. “I guess flowers are more traditional, but then Kara doesn’t seem like a very traditional girl. So what is it?”
Joseph hesitated another moment, then tossed it to Kendril. “It’ll be a bird when it’s done. You can see the wings there.”
The Ghostwalker nodded, examining the piece carefully. “Looks good.”
“Thanks.” Joseph took the figurine back. He looked up at his friend. “You think she’ll like it?”
Kendril tossed back his shoulders. “Do I know anything about women?”
Joseph hung his head, shivering from the cold.
Kendril glanced away. “You’re putting a lot of time and thought into making it,” he said after a moment. “My guess is that she’ll like it.”
Joseph looked back at his friend, and gave a slow nod. “I hope so.”
“So what’s the plan for tomorrow?” said the Ghostwalker after a moment’s silence.
Joseph rubbed his beard, and glanced through the darkness down the road in front of them. “We should hit the forest by mid-morning. That will be the most dangerous part for bandits or highwaymen, though I doubt there are many out in this weather.”
“Only fools like us,” added Kendril sourly.
“After that it’s all uphill,” said Joseph, sticking his knife back into the sheath in the top of his boot. “Galla said it’s only about two or three days’ travel from Stefgarten.”
Kendril cupped his gloved hands over his face, breathing into them. “Let’s hope it’s not much more than that.” He sat back, rubbing the side of his nose. “I’ll go ahead and take first watch tonight.”
Joseph stood, brushing the snow off his pants. “I doubt there’ll be much out here to worry about.”
Kendril’s eyes drifted back towards the farmhouse behind them as Galla’s laugh carried out on the night air. His right hand clenched on top of the hilt of one of his swords.
“I think a watch would be good, all the same,” he said darkly.
 
The sun was barely over the horizon when Kendril emerged from the doorway of the farmhouse, squinting in the early morning light. He crunched softly through the snow around the corner of the decrepit building, and gave a half smile as he stopped. “Cold night?”
Simon gave him a hateful glance.
Kendril glanced over at Maklavir’s horse, standing where he was tied to a post a few feet away. “Veritas isn’t complaining.”
The mule snorted, and shook his head for good measure.
Kendril shrugged. “Don’t look at me. No one else wanted a mule in the farmhouse. Can’t figure why.”
The beast lowered his head in reluctant understanding. The blanket that covered him drooped slightly. 
Kendril brushed some snow and ice off the animal’s side. “Joseph says it should get a bit warmer today. Don’t ask me how he knows.”
Simon gave a soft bray.
“I told you not to ask me,” said Kendril. “You want some breakfast?”
The mule swished his tail happily and thrust his muzzle into his master. 
“All right, all right,” Kendril said with a chuckle. “Hold on. I’ve got it here.” He lifted up a feedbag and slipped it over the animal’s head. “Don’t eat too fast. You’ll get indigestion again.”
Simon gave him a disdainful side glance, then began devouring the feed. 
Kendril smiled, patting the mule on the back. 
There was a soft crunch in the snow behind him.
The Ghostwalker whirled around, one hand already on his pistol.
“Whoa!” said Galla, throwing up both his hands. “Little jumpy, eh?”
Kendril narrowed his eyes. “You surprised me.”
The priest slowly put down his hands, looking over at Simon. “So I did. It won’t happen again, I assure you. That your mule?”
Kendril nodded, easing his hand off the pistol. “Yes.”
“He seems a sturdy beast,” Galla said. “Had him long?”
“A while, yes.”
The priest gave an apologetic smile. “Just curious.” He took a step through the snow, his fur-lined robe swishing as he moved. “The others are inside making breakfast. The sausage looks particularly good.”
“I’ll bet.”
Galla scratched the back of his neck thoughtfully. “You don’t like me, do you?”
Kendril turned back to Simon and adjusted the mule’s feedbag. “Now what makes you say that?”
The priest gave another smile. His greased hair shone in the slanting sunlight. “Call it a hunch.” He looked at Kendril for a few seconds. “You’re a Ghostwalker, aren’t you?”
Kendril turned back around. His eyes watched Galla carefully. 
“I’ve heard of your kind.”
“All good things, I hope,” said Kendril in a low voice.
“Not exactly.” Galla brought his hands up and pressed his fingertips together. “Actually, most of my brothers have a low opinion of your order.”
“That doesn’t surprise me,” said Kendril in the same flat tone.
“I’ve heard that Ghostwalkers are a paranoid and distrustful lot.” The priest gave a disarming smile. “No offense, but so far I haven’t seen much in you to shatter that description.”
“I’ve heard that Baderan priests are greedy, decadent and corrupt,” Kendril said icily. “So far you haven’t done much to dispel that description.”
Galla gave a thin smile. “Perhaps with time you will find that your initial impression of me is wrong.”
“We’ll see.” Kendril straightened. “Anything else on your mind?”
The priest gave the man in front of him a long hard look, then slowly shook his head. “No.”
“Then if you don’t mind,” said Kendril sharply, “I have some things to take care of before we leave.”
Another shadowy smile appeared on Galla’s face. “Of course. I’ll make sure the others save you some sausage.” He bowed, then left.
Simon finished the last few bits of grain in the bag, then gave a satisfied snort. He lifted his head as Galla disappeared around the corner, and gave another snort.
“I agree,” said Kendril. He scratched the mule behind the ears.
 
“I don’t suppose you might actually let me see the map.”
Galla glanced up from the parchment he was holding, his attention momentarily distracted. 
“Considering that I’m supposed to be guiding us and all,” Joseph continued dryly.
The priest glanced down at the map uncertainly for a moment, then handed it over to Joseph with a forced smile. “Of course. Sorry. You’ll probably have better luck.”
“Let’s hope,” mumbled Joseph.
They were deep in the forest, the trees all around them heavy with snow and ice. Ahead the path, buried deep with snow, split off in two directions. 
Kendril came swishing through the white powder behind them, his rifle slung over his shoulder. “Problem?”
Joseph nodded towards the fork in the trail without looking up from the paper. “Just trying to get our bearings.” He looked up at Galla. “Where did you get this map, anyway?”
“One of my brethren at the monastery.” He gave an apologetic smile. “I’m afraid it may not be very good. He drew it based on another monk’s description.”
“Wonderful,” growled Joseph. He glanced up, staring penetratingly at the trees. 
“Is this going to take long?” Kendril asked.
“It might.” Joseph sighed, glancing back at the rest of the group. Maklavir was carefully brushing snow off his horse’s saddle, while Kara was drinking from a canteen.
“Maybe we should break for lunch,” Kendril suggested. “It’s about that time anyway.”
The pathfinder gave a defeated shrug of his shoulders. “Sure.”
Galla breathed a sigh of relief, then turned back to his donkey. “Good, good. I’m famished.”
Kendril followed him back, and signaled to Maklavir and Kara that they were stopping. 
They dismounted, then began digging wearily in their packs for food. 
Kendril followed his own footprints back through the deep snow to where Joseph still stood, a scowl on his face. “You going to eat anything?”
“What?” Joseph looked up. “Oh, yes, I’ll have something.” He gave a quick glance back to where Galla stood, taking something out of his pack. The priest was out of earshot.
“What is it?” Kendril asked in a low voice.
“Take a look at this,” said Joseph in a low voice as well. He handed the map over to the Ghostwalker. “Tell me what you think.”
Kendril squinted, trying to hold the parchment against the light breeze that was blowing. He handed it back with a shake of his head. “I don’t know. What am I looking for?”
Joseph glanced again at Galla. The priest wasn’t paying any attention to them. “It seems kind of strange, that’s all. Stefgarten’s not even on here.”
Kendril shrugged. “It’s a pretty small town.”
“Yeah, but Vorten’s a big city, and it’s not on the map either. And look at the river here. It’s curving pretty far out to the east. And there are some other things labeled on here that I’ve never even heard of. I’m not sure what they’re supposed to be. Towns?”
Kendril gave a quick glance over his shoulder. “Galla said the information was pretty sketchy.”
Joseph bit his lip. “This seems to me to be beyond sketchy.”
Kendril’s hand instinctively drifted towards the handle of his pistol. “Should we talk with Galla?”
Joseph shook his head. “Not yet. It just seems strange to me, that’s all.”
“Keep your eyes open,” said Kendril quietly. “For anything else ‘strange.’”
The scout looked at Galla again. 
The man was happily conversing with Maklavir and also managing to devour a loaf of bread at the same time. 
“I think we both should,” Joseph said after a moment.
 
“Well, it’s not quite a farmhouse, but it should do.” Joseph got off his horse, his rapier rattling at his side. “Probably as good as we’ll get out here, anyway.”
The forest was still thick all around them, the snow glistening ghost-like in the gathering twilight. Ahead of them, just off the trail, was a small wall of rock that created a slight overhang. 
Kara rode up beside him, patting her pony on the side of the neck. “Looks good. It’ll give us some shelter from the wind.”
“And snow, too.” Joseph glanced up at the sky above them, just visible through the thick branches. “Those clouds look rather ominous. All right, let’s stop for the night.” 
He glanced around behind him. Galla was still on his donkey, straining to see the map in the growing darkness. 
“Is that acceptable to you, Mr. Galla?” Joseph tried to keep the irritation out of his voice, but he was only just successful. 
The priest glanced up. “Eh? Oh, yes, yes. Quite acceptable.” He shoved the map back into his robe, and for just a moment, Joseph thought he caught sight of another piece of paper with it as well. They were gone before he could be sure. 
“Let’s get a fire going,” said Maklavir, clapping his hands together. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I don’t think there’s a warm bone left in my body.”
 
The fire was lit before the first stars were out, and the group enjoyed a fine meal of salted pork, water, and bread. Galla turned in for bed soon afterwards, complaining that he was completely exhausted. He curled up in a blanket by the fire, and was soon snoring loudly. Maklavir disappeared soon after dinner without saying where he was headed. Joseph and Kara settled in by the fire with their backs against the stone wall, talking quietly together. 
Kendril sat for a while by the fire as well, lost in his own thoughts. He stared at the flames, poking the embers aimlessly with a stick. He listened to Kara and Joseph’s soft conversation and laughter for a while, then got up, stretching his muscles and trudging through the snow away from the campfire. 
A few yards away Maklavir was sitting on a fallen tree, a lantern resting beside him.
Kendril gave him a questioning glance as he came up alongside him. “What are you doing?”
The diplomat shrugged. “Just working.” He held up a small dark sphere. “On these.”
Kendril smiled. “It seems like everyone has a hobby these days. Maybe I should take up knitting or something.” He took the sphere from Maklavir’s outstretched hand. It was metal, and surprisingly heavy. “What is it?”
Maklavir beamed. “A grenade.”
Kendril froze, his hand clutched around the object. “A what?”
“Relax. It won’t blow up or anything. It has a fuse that needs to be lit. See?” He pointed to a small stretch of matchcord that protruded from the side of the sphere. “Quite safe. Well, fairly safe.”
Kendril weighed the grenade experimentally in his hands. “Not exactly knitting.”
Maklavir shrugged, reaching for another matchcord. “You know that explosives is kind of a hobby of mind.”
Kendril turned over the object in his hand. “So you just light the fuse?”
The diplomat nodded, taking the grenade back. “And then throw. The length of matchcord determines how many seconds pass before it explodes.” He gestured to a small pile of grenades at his feet. “I’m making everywhere from five to ten second fuses. I think they may come in handy.”
“A diplomat who likes to play with explosives.” The Ghostwalker gave a soft chuckle. “I don’t think I’ll ever figure you out, Maklavir.”
The finely-dressed man bristled. “I would hope not.” He glanced back in the direction of the fire. “Kara and Joseph still talking?”
“Yeah.”
“Hmm,” said Maklavir knowingly. He picked up another grenade.
Kendril ignored him. “You want second watch tonight?”
“Sure. Do you really think that it’s necessary, though?”
The Ghostwalker gave him a penetrating look.
Maklavir threw up his hands. “Fine, stupid question. Just for once, though, I’d like to sleep through the night.”
Kendril smiled, then turned back towards the fire. 
 



Chapter 4
 
The view from the porch was impressive. 
A large, well-maintained garden began right where the steps ended, bordered on all sides by tall hedges. Flowers of all colors and descriptions swayed gently in the warm breeze, painting a bright mosaic that swirled across the sharply cut lawn. Huge bushes sculpted in the shape of exotic animals were sprinkled throughout the flowers, cut in a variety of poses. 
In the center of the garden was a marble fountain. A crystal-clear pool surrounded its base, and two carved cherubs were at its top. Fresh water continually sprayed from their mouths, tinkling in many rivulets into the pool below. 
It was a peaceful scene, and a hauntingly familiar one. 
Kendril stepped slowly off the porch and into the bright sunshine. He squinted against the glare as he walked slowly along the path. 
Bees and other small insects danced merrily between the flowers, the still air filled with the quiet buzzing of their wings. The sweet smell of hundreds of flowers overwhelmed Kendril’s senses completely. His eyes wandered over the hundreds of flowers all around him.
He knew this place. He had been here before, many times. Yet he couldn’t quite recall what it was. He felt as if he was at home and out of place all at the same time. 
He neared the fountain, watching the sunshine sparkle through the gurgling water. It seemed familiar to him as well, just like the rest of the garden. 
Kendril looked into the water of the pool, and saw his own shimmering reflection staring back at him. 
And there, in the water, he saw the reflection of yet another person, standing next to him. 
Kendril took a quick step back. 
The garden suddenly seemed to grow cold, as if a cloud had passed over the sun. The brightness dimmed, and the steady drone of the bees faded away. 
Kendril looked around, a feeling of terror and shame gripping his heart. 
A chill wind suddenly blew through the garden, rustling the flowers and slicing with ease through his clothes. He shivered, looking frantically around him. 
There was no one else there. 
The sky above was growing dark. Everything was becoming cold. The flowers, which moments before had been in full bloom, were now closed, their shadowy forms blowing violently in the wind. 
And then, with the same sense of dread that he had felt countless times before, he suddenly remembered where he was, as if a veil had been removed from his eyes. 
Kendril fell to his knees, the icy wind whipping around him. In the shrieking of its gales he almost thought he could hear someone calling his name, over and over again. He looked down at his hands. 
They were covered with blood.
He closed his eyes, his heart beating wildly.
And then, slowly, he opened them again. 
The garden was silent, the wind completely gone. Even the water by in the fountain had stopped running. Kendril stared down at his hands, confused. 
The blood was gone. 
He looked up.
A woman stood in front of him, a brilliantly gleaming golden robe falling down around her feet. She was staring steadily at him. With a start Kendril noticed that her long hair and her eyes were bright blue, and seemed to shine with a life of their own. After what seemed an eternity, he managed to loosen his tongue. 
“I’m dreaming, aren’t I?” His voice sounded small in his own ears, like a child’s.
The woman said nothing. She continued to stare at him.
He looked down at his hands again. “I usually wake up after seeing the blood.”
“You are dreaming,” she said suddenly, “but I am real.” 
Her voice sent a shiver down Kendril’s back, as if it was penetrating to his very soul. “Who are you?” he managed to say.
“I am a messenger.” She continued to gaze at him, her body motionless. “It has begun, Kendril.”
He fell forward, catching himself on the ground with his hands. His whole body felt weak. His arms shook uncontrollably. “What has?”
The woman’s eyes filled with a sudden tenderness. “You have much before you, Kendril. Much pain, and much struggle.” She straightened, but the compassion in her eyes remained. “You must not waver. Hold fast, and Despair will not triumph.”
It took a moment for Kendril to speak “I—I don’t understand…”
She looked at him again, pity in her eyes. “Darkness is coming, and fire, and death. Night will fall over Zanthora, and the sun will be long in its rising. Do not falter.”
Kendril tried to speak, but no words came out. 
The woman bent down, and touched him lightly on the shoulder with a pale white hand. “You are not alone,” she whispered. 
Kendril woke up.
Above him was the blackness of the snow-covered tree-branches. Around him the camp was deathly quiet. 
He sat up, the blanket falling off him. Snow was falling gently all around, the white flakes drifting silently to the ground. 
The dream had seemed so real, it was still burned into his mind. 
Kendril reached a shaking hand up to his face, feeling cold sweat. Gritting his teeth, he wiped his sleeve across his forehead.
The dream of the garden he had had many times in the past. 
But the woman with the blue hair…he had never seen her before. 
Kendril turned his head, feeling the cold air against his sweat-covered body. The campfire was almost out, nothing more than a few glowing embers. He stared at it for a second, his mind still shaking off the last vestiges of the dream.
And then it hit him.
He leapt up from the ground, one hand already on his sword. He stumbled through the sleeping forms of his friends, staring wildly around. A moment later he gave one of the huddled forms a kick. 
There was a muffled curse, and then Maklavir’s head emerged from the depths of the blanket. “What in Eru’s name do you think you’re doing?”
“You’re on watch,” snarled Kendril. “What are you doing?”
“Galla took over,” said Maklavir. He pulled the blanket back over his head. “He volunteered, so I let him. Now will you please let me get some sleep?”
Kara sat up from where she lay a few feet away, rubbing her eyes. “What’s going on?”
“Maklavir fell asleep during his watch,” said Kendril.
Maklavir’s head re-emerged again. “I told you, Kendril, Galla’s on watch.”
“Take a look,” said Kendril. He gave a nearby blanket a nudge with his boot. “Galla’s gone.”
 
“It doesn’t make any sense,” Joseph said slowly. “Where would he have gone? We’re in the middle of nowhere.”
“I don’t know.” Kendril scowled and threw Galla’s blanket down on the ground. “But whatever he’s up to, it can’t be good.”
Kara came up to them out of the dark, her red hair covered with specks of falling snow. “He took his donkey,” she said. “And a lantern. That’s about it.”
“This is just insane,” said Maklavir, shaking his head miserably. “He said he wanted to do his fair share, help with the watch a little. I never thought in a million years he would run off!”
“Well he did,” snapped Kendril. “We’re lucky he didn’t kill us all in our sleep.”
Joseph raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know about that.” He shook the snow off his hat, then pulled it on over his head. “Hopefully he’ll be back before morning. We can ask him then what happened.”
“No,” said Kendril suddenly. “I’m going after him right now.”
Kara gave the Ghostwalker a startled look. “Why?”
“Because I don’t trust him.” Kendril moved around the fire. “And I want some answers.”
Maklavir groaned as he sank back onto his blanket. “So much for getting any sleep.”
Joseph sighed, then glanced up at the falling snow. “His tracks will be disappearing fast. You could use my help.”
Kendril pulled his rifle off of Simon’s back, causing the mule to give a startled bray. “Thanks. Let’s get going.”
“Hold on,” said Kara as she shouldered her arrow quiver. “You’re not leaving me behind.” She threw her hood up over her head. “As crazy as this is.”
“Crazy doesn’t begin to explain it.” Maklavir batted a snowflake away from his face. “I don’t see what the point of this is at all. Did anyone here ever think that Galla just needed some time to himself?”
“Are you coming or not?” asked Kendril impatiently. He checked the flintlock on his rifle, then snapped it back.
“What? Stay here by myself and get eaten by wolves?” The diplomat scratched the back of his neck, a weary look on his face. “No, no. I’m coming, of course.”
Kendril grunted. “Then let’s go.”
 
Even with the falling flakes, the path was easy enough to follow. Galla’s tracks stood out plainly in the white snow, leading off into the darkness of the woods. 
Joseph led the way, a shuttered lantern in one hand. Behind him came Kendril, his rifle at the ready, then Kara, an arrow notched to her bow. Maklavir took up the rear, a look of pained resignation on his face. They traveled through the cold and darkness for almost an hour, the spectral shapes of trees just visible in the dim light thrown out from Joseph’s lantern. 
Suddenly the scout stopped, and raised a hand.
Kendril crunched softly through the snow up beside him, his rifle pointed at the blackness before them. “Do you see him?” he whispered.
Joseph didn’t answer, but merely pointed his hand straight ahead. 
Kendril strained to see through the trees before them.
There, not more than thirty yards away, was the dim glow of a lantern. It seemed to be coming out of a rock face, covered with thorn bushes and creepers. Tree roots overhung the top, twisting down like malevolent hands. 
“A cave?” Kendril ventured, genuinely puzzled.
Joseph shook, his eyes flitting back and forth. “No. It’s a building. Look.”
Kendril peered forward through the dark. Slowly he began to make out the shape of some kind of stone structure, covered over with dirt, tangled bushes, stones, and even tree roots. 
It looked incredibly old.
There was a sudden loud thump from inside the structure, as if a large rock had fallen. A half-second later there was a shouted curse that echoed out into the night.
“That’s Galla, all right,” said Kara as she stepped up beside them. “What in the Halls of Pelos is he doing in there?”
“Starting another church?” said Kendril sardonically. He set down his rifle, and pulled out a pistol. “Why don’t we go ask him?”
“Kendril—” Joseph started, but the Ghostwalker was already past him, moving smoothly through the snow towards the lantern glow.
Kara gave one quick glance at Joseph, shrugged, then headed after Kendril. 
Maklavir came up, shaking some loose snow off his cap. “Well,” he said cheerfully, “here we go again.”
Joseph clenched his teeth, then headed up towards the stone building as well. 
He was half-way there when an unearthly shriek came from inside. Joseph leapt into a run, quickly reaching the half-collapsed doorway. 
It was cleverly hidden. Joseph considered himself to be fairly observant, but he had to admit that if it hadn’t been for the telltale lantern glow, he would never have seen it in the dark. Even during the day he probably would have walked right by it. The entrance was covered with vines and creepers, and twisted at an odd angle. He saw all this in the briefest of moments, but another scream from inside the building caused him to plunge inside.
It was a temple. Joseph recognized the telltale signs as soon as he entered. Towards the rear was a raised dais and an alcove that undoubtedly had once held some kind of statue. Crumbled pillars lined both sides of the room. 
Everything smelled of mold and animal dung. A lantern sat on the floor, bathing the walls with a yellow gleam that provided the only light. On the floor just behind the dais was some kind of round, flat stone, almost like a piece of pavement. 
And there, flattened against the wall by the empty alcove, was Galla, Kendril’s pistol held just inches away from his face.
“Please,” the priest gasped, squirming against the rock wall, “please I beg of you, I beg—”
“Shut up,” snarled Kendril. He moved the barrel of the pistol even closer to Galla’s face. “What were you doing in here?”
The priest hesitated, a look of terror in his eyes.
“Talk!” shouted Kendril. “Or do you want me to blow your brains out?”
“Oh, yes,” said Maklavir as he stepped into the temple beside Joseph, “that would solve everything, wouldn’t it?”
“Please—” stammered Galla again, as if his mouth were stuck on the word. 
“Kendril,” said Joseph softly. “Let him go.”
The Ghostwalker glared over at his friend for a moment, the pistol still pointed at Galla’s head. He gave the priest one last glance, then stepped back and pulled his pistol away.
Joseph took a step forward, and slowly drew his rapier. He held the weapon loosely in his hand. The sharp tip hovered just a few inches above the floor. 
Galla stared, his eyes dancing back and forth between Joseph and Kendril.
“Now,” said Joseph, his voice still low and calm, “I think you’d better explain yourself, Galla.”
The priest continued to stare at him, but said nothing. 
“Joseph?”
The scout turned his head slightly. 
Kara stood up and held out a large tree branch. “It was wedged under this stone,” she said. “Looks like Galla was trying to lever it up.”
Joseph glanced down at the stone, looking at it closely for the first time. 
It was made of solid stone, five or six inches thick and five or six feet across. Dirt still covered parts of its surface, and a spade lying nearby seemed to show that Galla had only recently uncovered it. Etched across its surface were many strange symbols and designs. Joseph couldn’t recognize any of them.
He glanced up again at Galla. “What’s going on here?”
The priest hesitated a moment. He glanced over at Kendril. 
The Ghostwalker still had his gun trained on him. 
Galla looked back at Joseph. “There’s no mission,” he said finally.
“Really?” said Kendril, his voice thick with sarcasm.
“Kendril,” said Joseph again, his voice low, “let me handle this.” He turned back to Galla. “What is this?”
The priest lifted two trembling hands, and straightened out his robe. “I believe this ruin is a temple.”
Maklavir lifted an eyebrow. “Oganti?”
Galla shook his head. “No, not pagan. A temple of Eru.”
“There are no temples of Eru out here,” said Joseph slowly. “The nearest one is in Vorten.” He glanced at the crumbling stone walls. “No priests have performed sacrifices here for a long while.”
“That’s because it is over a thousand years old,” said Galla.
There was a heavy silence for a moment.
Kendril took a step forward and brought his pistol back up. “He’s lying.”
“No, I’m not,” said Galla. He looked from Kendril to Joseph, the fear evaporating from his eyes. “Not about this. I wasn’t sure this temple was real. None of my brothers from the monastery believed it existed.”
“If you really are from a monastery,” broke in Kendril.
“I am,” said Galla. “But I’m not a missionary. I’m a church historian. I had read about the existence of this temple, come across references to it in many diverse parchments and scrolls. But even I wasn’t sure it was real. Not until now.”
“So the map you were using yesterday was a copy,” said Joseph, his voice still quiet. “From an older one.”
“From the Balnosian Legacy,” Galla said. “Many of the details were changed. It took me three years to figure out even a simple reference point, to even know where to start looking.”
“Forgive me for interrupting,” said Maklavir, squaring his shoulders against the cold, “but isn’t the Balnosian Legacy considered a heretical work?”
“Yes,” said Kendril. “It is.”
“Heretical or not,” said Galla, “it was right.” He reached into his robe. 
Kendril tensed and lifted his pistol. 
The priest pulled out a scrap of paper. “I didn’t show you this. It’s a series of specific directions I cobbled from two different sources. One was written by a traveler over four hundred years ago. The other is from an inscription found in the great northern hall at Transpire. They both speak of a temple with a chamber buried deep underground, a temple that has been lost to history.” He paused, his eyes drifting towards the stone at their feet. “Those directions led me here”
“This is crazy,” said Kendril. 
“I’m telling you the truth,” Galla pleaded.
Joseph grabbed the paper out of Galla’s hands, examining it in the dim light of the lantern. Finally he looked up again at the priest, and handed the paper back to Kara. 
She peered at in intently for a moment, then handed it to Maklavir.
“Alright, Galla, I’m listening,” Joseph said slowly.
Kendril shot the scout a warning glance. “Joseph—”
The bearded man shook his head. “Let’s hear him out.”
Galla swallowed, relief showing on his face. He lowered his arms slowly, giving Kendril another nervous look. “Like I was saying before, this temple is over a thousand years old. I believe it dates from the time of the Second Despair, during the reign of Xenin Jovar.”
Joseph’s face flinched. 
Maklavir’s eyes widened, and he took a step back. 
Kendril spat on the ground. “May he burn in the Third Fire for all eternity.”
“Xenin Jovar?” said Kara in a small voice. “I’m afraid I don’t—I didn’t really have…”
“Xenin Jovar,” said Joseph, “also known as the Great Heretic. He was the chief priest of Eru in the old kingdom of Arbelos.” He paused, as if the next few words were difficult to say. “His hunger for power was insatiable. He made a pact with Regnuthu, the Great Deceiver, and ushered in the Second Despair.”
“But not before hunting down and killing all those who opposed him,” Galla said quietly. He pulled the sleeves up on his robe against the chill. “Especially the priests. Those that accepted his leadership were spared, but those who did not were killed.”
“The lucky ones were killed,” snorted Kendril. “Those that weren’t were tortured, or forced to watch their loved ones killed before their eyes.” He tightened his grip on the pistol. “Jovar was a monster.”
Joseph looked over at the Ghostwalker in surprise. 
Kendril didn’t seem to notice.
“And some managed to escape, at least for a time,” Galla said, his voice still low. “That is what I believe this temple is. Some of the priests hid out here during the great persecution, performing the cleansing rites in secret where Jovar’s agents couldn’t find them. I suspect they had a part in the uprising that occurred against Jovar’s rule in this area, before the Battle of Archangel.”
Joseph raised an eyebrow. “They built this temple?”
Galla shook his head. “Doubtful. I suspect they found an old pagan temple, perhaps from before the Rajathan conquest, and modified it to fit their needs.”
“So why did you lie to us?” Joseph “Why not just tell us the truth from the beginning?”
“Simple. I did not know if I could trust you.”
“You didn’t want anyone in town to know what you were really after,” said Maklavir suddenly. “Including us. I imagine there might be some rather valuable artifacts in that underground chamber, things worth a lot of money to the right people.”
“But you still couldn’t risk transversing the wilds all on your own,” commented Joseph. “Not with all the bandits and Oganti raiding parties about. So in the end you had to hire someone to escort you.”
“You just figured you’d play us for fools,” finished Kendril. He raised his pistol a little more.
“I admit,” said Galla quickly, “that I did not act as wisely as I should have. I was afraid, and certain that someone would kill me if they knew what I was searching for.”
“We still might,” said Kendril. 
Joseph threw him a nasty glance.
“I’ve told you what I know,” said Galla. He gave Kendril another fearful look. “What happens now is in your hands.”
Joseph lifted the tip of his rapier for a moment, weighing the weapon in his hand. “All right,” he said at last. “Let’s get this cover off.” He sheathed his sword.
“Joseph--” Kendril began.
“We can’t very well kill him in cold blood, can we?” Joseph gestured to the stone slab at their feet. “Besides, there’s obviously something here. Let’s see what it is.”
The Ghostwalker furrowed his brow, then looked back at Galla. “I’m watching you,” he said between his teeth. The pistol flashed back into the depths of his cloak, and he spun away.
Galla sank back against the wall, his hands shaking.
Joseph picked up the lantern. “Let’s get to work,” he said.
 
With a low thud, the stone crashed down against the temple wall.
Joseph and Kendril backed away, brushing the dirt off their hands. From the floor a five-foot hole yawned up at them, blackness and cold air spilling out from below. 
“I don’t see any stairs,” said Maklavir as he peered over the edge.
Galla moved forward eagerly, looking down into the darkness. “No. It looks to be just a tunnel going straight down. No telling how far.”
Joseph grabbed a small stone off the ground, and tossed it into the hole. 
After a second or two, it hit the bottom, echoing up from below. 
He frowned. “Too far to jump.”
Maklavir walked carefully around the hole. “That doesn’t make any sense. How did they get down?”
Kara turned from where she had been standing over by the stone wall. “I think I know. Look here.” She rubbed at the dirt, revealing a dark shape.
Joseph stepped over next to her, raising the lantern. “Well I’ll be,” he breathed. “Looks like some kind of metal ring.”
“Set pretty well into the wall, too,” said Kara. She scraped some more dirt out from around it. “I almost didn’t see it at first. It’s covered over pretty well.”
Maklavir gave them a quizzical look. “I still don’t understand. What good would a metal ring—?”
“A place to attach a rope,” said Kendril from the temple’s entrance. He pocketed his flint, and lifted a branch at the same time. Its leaves were already starting to blossom into flame. “Stand back.” 
Maklavir and Galla stepped back as the Ghostwalker strode to the open hole. He held the burning branch over the edge for a moment, then dropped it. 
Everyone leaned in to watch as the branch fell down the hole, until finally it smashed onto a floor at the bottom, flaming cinders scattering from the impact. 
“Looks like a larger room down there,” Joseph commented. 
“Yeah,” said Kendril as he straightened up. “Maybe thirty feet down or so.”
Maklavir looked up sharply, glancing from Kendril to Joseph and back again. “Wait. You’re not seriously thinking of going down there, are you?”
Kendril gave a crooked grin. “Why? Scared of the dark, Maklavir?”
“Not the dark, particularly.” Maklavir pushed his cape away from one of the dirt walls. “Just the nasty things that run around in it.”
“I wouldn’t worry too much, Maklavir,” said Joseph. “Probably only a few bats down there.”
Kara stood back from the ring in the wall, admiring her handiwork. “You could 
always stay up here, you know.”
“Why is it,” said Maklavir with an accusatory glare, “that everyone always seems so eager to ditch me?” He gave the hole another wary look. “Once again, I think I’d prefer going into the unknown with the rest of you then staying here by myself.”
“Alright, then.” Kendril turned to face the group, his face hidden in shadow from the flickering lamplight. “Let’s get some rope.”
 



Chapter 5
 
Even before Kendril’s feet touched the stone floor, his pistol was out of its holster. 
He stepped away from the rope dangling behind him, and pulled back the lock on his weapon with the edge of his palm. The click echoed off the walls of the large chamber and scattered up towards the ceiling. The lantern hanging from his belt cast eerie shadows in all directions, but the light was enough to see by. 
Kendril loosened the lantern with his free hand, then lifted it up to get a better look.
The room was large, circular in shape. A stone floor spread out in all directions, immaculately paved. As he turned, figures suddenly lunged out of the darkness. Clawed hands reached towards him.
He leveled the pistol and took a startled step back before it dawned on him that the eerie shapes weren’t moving. 
Kendril moved a little closer, holding the lantern high. 
There were statues, four of them, set into the walls of the room. Even in the scattered light he could make out bat-like wings curling out from their backs. The bodies were humanoid, but the faces were animal-like. He stepped in to get a better look when a voice came echoing down from above.
“Kendril?”
He frowned, then turned back towards the hole in the ceiling. “All clear,” he called out.
There was a scuffling at the top. A few moments later, Kara appeared, landing gracefully on the stone floor. 
She stepped away, brushing back her hair and looking around. “Not very cheery, is it?”
Kendril shook his head, reluctantly sticking the pistol back into his belt. “No.” He reached out a gloved hand, and touched the stone face of one of the statues. It was carved in the likeness of a wolf’s head, snarling viciously. 
Kara stepped up beside him. “What in the Halls of Pelos is that?”
“Harnathu, one of the Seteru,” Kendril said grimly. “The pagans worship him as the god of blood, war, and slaughter.”
Kara looked around them, and noticed the other three shapes looming out of the darkness. “And those?”
Kendril pointed to each in turn. “Yaganthru, goddess of secrets. Chalranu, god of darkness and the night. Indigoru, goddess of fertility and sensuality.”
The pretty redhead raised an eyebrow. “Fertility and sensuality?”
Kendril shrugged. “Sex.”
“Ah.” Kara crossed over towards one of the statues and gave it a distasteful look. She looked back at Kendril. “So how is it that you know such much about pagan mythology?”
The Ghostwalker started to open his mouth when a muffled curse came from the dangling rope behind them. They both turned as Maklavir slid to an inglorious halt, and stumbled away from the hole. 
“And that’s how we have to get back up?” he asked in a miserable tone. “My cape will be utterly ruined.” He looked around the room for a moment. “Good gracious, what are those?”
“Pagan gods,” said Kara. She knelt on the ground, striking a flint into a lantern. 
“Funny, though,” Kendril said quietly. “You’d think the priests hiding down here would have defaced the statues, or covered them up.”
Maklavir examined his hands carefully. “Maybe they didn’t have time. Tuldor’s beard!” He raised a hand. “Blisters.”
Kara hid a smile as the lantern leapt to life.
Galla came down the rope next, falling hard on his posterior as he crashed to the floor. He got up painfully, rubbing his sore behind. He saw the statues and jumped back in terror for a moment before he realized they weren’t real. 
Two minutes later, Joseph landed at the bottom of the rope, his rapier dangling from his belt. 
“Only one doorway,” said Kendril as he came up beside him. “Over there, on the east wall. A flight of stairs going down.”
Joseph nodded, staring around at the statues. “Seteru?”
The Ghostwalker grunted. “Yeah. Adds a nice touch, don’t you think?”
Joseph adjusted his belt. “Well, Galla did say this was originally a pagan temple—” He paused a moment, as if in mid-thought. “Shouldn’t there be five?”
Kendril tapped his hand uneasily on the handle of his pistol. “Belrannu?”
“The god of the underworld.” Joseph scratched his chin. “Odd that he’s not included.”
“Come,” said Galla excitedly. He lifted a lantern, and motioned to the stairs. “We’re wasting time. Our answers lie down there.”
Lanterns bobbing in the shadowy darkness, they headed towards the stairs.
 
“Oh, this is simply impossible!”
Maklavir batted wildly at the cobwebs entangled around him, ripping them from his arms. “Did you see those spiders back there? I swear they were bigger than my hand.”
Kendril swatted a cobweb out of the way himself, suppressing an exasperated sigh. “Yes, Maklavir, we all saw the spiders.”
He stepped off the last stair, the lantern swaying in his hand. 
It was another room, much larger than the first. Rows of carved stone slabs stretched out in two rows before them, disappearing ahead into the darkness. Spider webs choked the ceilings and the spaces between the aisles. Dust lay across everything like a thick carpet. 
Galla stumbled up behind Kendril. “This must be the central antechamber,” he murmured. “If there is anything of value to be found, it will undoubtedly be here.”
Kendril turned and gave the priest a suspicious glance.
Maklavir whipped his cape away from a lingering cloud of dust. “Wonderful,” he said, peering into the dark room before them. “More spiders.”
“Look at this.” Kara stepped out into the room, carefully avoiding a tangle of cobwebs. “There are things carved here, on the slabs.”
 Kendril and Joseph stepped in closer, knocking their way through several webs. 
Galla licked his lips nervously, looking around the room with both fear and excitement.
Joseph leaned forward, brushing dust off one of the stone slabs with his sleeve. “Strange,” he said. “They’re images of some kind, but I don’t know—”
He stopped mid-sentence.
“What is it?” Kara asked.
Joseph stood, tugging at the handkerchief around his neck. “The Endless Winter,” he said.
Kara stared down again at the carved pictures, half-obscured by the dirt and dust covering the slab. She was just able to make out pictures of men and women, standing in swirling eddies of snow, their hands reaching up to the heavens and their mouths frozen open in a silent scream.
Kendril stepped over to another slab, the light from his lantern playing over its surface. “This one is the Endless Winter, too.”
Galla stepped forward, passing through the rows of the slabs. “It’s a history,” he said in an awed tone. “A history of the ancient time. This looks like the fall of the Rajathan Empire, when the northern tribes descended upon it.”
“The beginning of the First Despair,” said Kendril.
Maklavir shivered. “I say, is anyone else getting a little spooked being in here?”
“There!” Galla pointed, then leapt forward. His eyes blazed with excitement. 
Kendril and Joseph both turned, their hands instinctively reaching for their weapons.
Galla ran through the row of stone slabs, and trotted up several stone steps to a raised dais. 
There, sitting amidst a mesh of cobwebs, was a large stone box, almost five feet long and three feet high. 
Kendril strode forward, breaking through the webs as he went. “What is it?”
Galla bent down next to the stone box, his fingers working over its surface. “A box, and that means there must be something inside.” He blew hard against the side, sending a great cloud of dust rolling off. “There’s writing here. Pagan, by the look of it.”
Kendril stepped up onto the dais, his eyes darting around. “Can you open it?”
Galla reached up, feeling around the edge of the top. “No. It’s locked into place.” He unslung his pack, pulling several books out. “But there must be some way to open it. The writing undoubtedly holds the key.”
Joseph moved up to the bottom of the stairs. “What, like a puzzle of some kind?”
Galla nodded, flipping open the first book. “Undoubtedly. I have some books that should help me translate it.” 
“You just carry those around with you in case you need them, huh?” Kendril picked one up and turned the cover around. “Ancient Runes of the Northern Barbarian Tribes.” He tossed it back to the ground. “I hear that one’s a real page-turner.”
Kara set her lantern down on top of a nearby stone slab. “I should have seen it before,” she said with a cold smile. “You’re a thief.”
Galla jerked his head up.
“More like tomb-robber,” Maklavir said. “A pursuit which, I might add, is illegal in most of the civilized nations of Rothland.”
Galla’s face turned hard. “Do you have any idea,” he said, “how much time, how much effort, how much money I have spent finding this place? No one else believed me. No one else even thought it existed.” He got to his feet, a book still in his hand. “There may well be something of value in this box. If there is,” his gaze shifted towards the rest of the party, “then we can all profit from it. Unless, of course, you want to stop me now.”
Joseph crossed his arms, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “Well,” he said after a moment, “whatever’s in there is most likely of pagan origin. I don’t really see a problem with it.”
“Exactly,” said Galla quickly. “It’s not like we’re stealing from Eru. Why not profit if we can?”
Kara gave a dark chuckle. 
Kendril gave a disgusted shake of his head. “Fine, have fun robbing the temple.” He turned to Joseph. “Maybe you and I should take a look around while Galla here is pilfering the antiquities.”
Joseph gave a thoughtful nod. “Can’t hurt.” He looked over at Galla, who was already lost in translating the runes. He stepped over to Kara, and lowered his voice. “You mind keeping an eye on our Baderan friend here?”
The redhead smiled. “No problem. I’ll make sure he doesn’t try anything while you guys are gone.”
Maklavir came striding up, shaking loose cobweb strands from his cape. “I’ll stay here with Kara and Galla, I think. I’ve had enough tomb-crawling for one day.”
Kendril gave a half-smile. “Well, I’m sure we’ll miss your expertise, Maklavir, but it’s your decision.”
Joseph gave a silent smile, following the Ghostwalker towards the stairs that loomed out of the dark wall to the west. 
Cracked stone pillars stood on each side of the yawning opening.
Kendril held up the lantern, looking down the winding flight of stone steps. “How far down do you think they go?”
“Only one way to find out, I suppose.”
“Right.” Kendril glanced back at Galla one last time, giving the priest a hard look. 
The Baderan didn’t even notice. 
“Let’s go,” Kendril said. He turned to the stairs.
They moved down the stairs in silence, save for the scuffling of their boots on the stone. The steps wound down in a tight spiral, twisting around ever deeper into the earth. Cobwebs and dust choked the passage. 
Joseph kicked a rock out of his way. “So,” he said with a glance behind them at the stairs retreating into the darkness above, “you seem to know quite a bit about the Second Despair.”
Kendril kept his concentration focused on the stairs ahead of him. “I read a book on it once.”
“I noticed you also seem to know a lot about Xenin Jovar.” Joseph paused. “Not to mention the old gods.”
The Ghostwalker stopped, and turned back to his friend. The raised hood cast a deep shadow over his face in the sputtering lamp light. “Something you want to ask?”
Joseph stopped as well. “Yes, actually. Something I’ve been wondering for a long while. What is it that you do, exactly?”
Kendril smiled grimly. “You mean when I’m not plundering pagan temples?”
“I mean you, the Ghostwalkers.” Joseph subconsciously lowered his voice. “What do you and the other Ghostwalkers do?”
“We seek redemption for our sins,” Kendril replied stiffly.
“How?”
Kendril tilted his head back and looked at Joseph for a long moment.
“It’s strange,” Joseph continued, his eyes staring into the darkness ahead, “the things you seem to know. I doubt anyone else in that room could have picked out which one of the five principal Seteru was missing. But you did without even hesitating.”
The Ghostwalker was silent, the lantern sending its flickering glow all around them.
“This isn’t the first time,” Joseph continued. “I’ve often been surprised at your knowledge of the pagan religions and the Ages of Despair. I learned basic pagan mythology in seminary, but you seem to know it even better than me.”
Kendril stared hard at Joseph, but still said nothing.
“What I think, is that all this knowledge of yours has something to do with your vow. That you were taught it when you decided to become a Ghostwalker. What I can’t figure out is why.” Joseph looked up at Kendril. ”So what is it exactly that you and your fellow Ghostwalkers do, Kendril?”
Kendril continued to stare at Joseph, a deep frown on his face. A long moment of silence passed.
“Joseph,” he said as he turned away, “I hope to Eru that you never find out.”
 
“Well he certainly seems happy,” Kara said as she watched Galla work. She wrinkled her nose. “Makes one of us, anyway.”
“I find the place quite charming,” Maklavir commented dryly. He slashed lazily at a nearby cobweb with his unsheathed sword. “A little on the dusty side, perhaps, but it has a certain ambience to it.”
Kara crossed her arms, watching his sword flick to and fro. “You’re quite good at cutting spider webs. Ever thought of putting that arm to use in combat?”
Maklavir smirked. “And get all that blood on my clothes? I hardly think so. Besides, I find international diplomacy much more interesting, and far less messy.” He glanced up at Galla, who was feverishly flipping through one of his books by the stone coffer. Maklavir slipped a hand into his vest pocket and pulled out a watch, rubbing the face on his sleeve. “Like this,” he said with a smile, handing it over to Kara. “From the Duke of Haldew. He inscribed it to me right there on the back, for my service in settling a border dispute for him. You can’t get something like that by slaughtering people indiscriminately.”
Kara gave the token a polite glance, flipping it over and nodding. “It’s very nice, Maklavir.” She handed it back. 
“Yes,” said the diplomat easily. “Of course, it has never kept time very well. Nor was it given to me by the Duke of Haldew.”
Kara threw him a startled look. 
“That particular watch,” Maklavir continued, watching Galla as he spoke, “was given to me by Baron Archibald Von Derrit, as it clearly says on the back. But then, you wouldn’t know that, since you can’t read.” He gave her a sidelong glance, lifting his eyebrows. “Can you?”
Kara’s mouth dropped open, her face turning pale. She quickly recovered, clenching her jaw shut. She turned away. “How did you know?”
Maklavir gave a nonchalant shrug. “When you were looking at the paper we took from Galla, you seemed a little too earnest. Like someone pretending to read, instead of actually reading.” He looked back at Galla, who was paying no attention to them. “Of course, I’ve suspected for a while.”
“Well good for you,” said Kara sourly.
“Sorry about the watch,” said Maklavir sincerely. “I just wanted to know for certain.”
“Well now you do. Happy?”
“It’s nothing to be ashamed of,” Maklavir said quietly.
“I didn’t say I was ashamed,” Kara fired back. She took a deep breath, glaring down at her boots. “You don’t know what it’s like.”
Maklavir looked over at her in surprise. “What what’s like?”
“You were a diplomat. You worked for kings and queens. Probably had the finest education your family could afford. Am I right?”
He pursed his lips, but said nothing.
Kara fastened her eyes on Galla again. “Joseph went to seminary in Kendrake. His family was wealthy, too. Merchants of some kind or other. And Kendril…” she broke off, her words tinged with frustration. “Well, Eru only knows what his story is, but you know he was never begging for money on the streets.”
“I’m sorry,” said Maklavir slowly. “I didn’t mean—”
“I grew up in New Marlin,” the redhead continued, as if she hadn’t even heard Maklavir. “Ever been there? Great place if you have money, like the fat Calbraithan merchants who pay off the Guild Alliance to run their operations. Or the Arbelan nobles who fled the revolution, living off their tidy bank accounts. But if you don’t…” She paused, taking a breath. “Well, if you don’t, then life there is hell. I know, because my brother and I spent most of our lives there. We had to steal to survive. I didn’t have the time or money for learning anything that didn’t help me keep one step ahead of the merchants’ hired thugs.” She looked over at Maklavir, her face sparking with anger and pain. “So congratulations that you know my secret. Maybe if you had half the life I’ve had, you wouldn’t be so quick to look down your nose at me.”
“I was only curious,” said Maklavir, his face still calm, “because I was wondering if you would like me to teach you.”
Kara’s eyes widened. “What?”
Maklavir stroked his goatee thoughtfully. “To read.”
She blinked in surprise. “I…don’t…what?”
“Well, it would be more of a trade actually,” he said, giving his sword another swish at a nearby cobweb.
Kara uncrossed her arms. “What are you talking about?”
Maklavir kept his eyes on his sword. “Joseph told me you checked out Galla’s saddlebags back in town.”
“A lot of good it did us,” she snorted. “He was still lying.”
Maklavir gave another small swipe with his sword. “I took a look at those bags last night. Awfully big locks on them.” He looked up at the young woman. “How did you get past them?”
Kara gave Galla a cautionary glance, making sure he was still out of hearing. “I picked them, of course.”
“Ah,” said Maklavir with a slow smile, “now that would be one of the skills that I never learned, even with all my fancy education. All the same, I imagine it might come in handy for a man in my profession.”
Kara narrowed her gaze. “Let me get this straight. You want to teach me to read, if I teach you how to pick locks?”
Maklavir raised his free hand. “More or less.”
Kara looked down, thinking for a moment. She licked her lips, then glanced back up at her companion.
“If we do this,” she said quietly, “then you can’t tell the others. Especially,” she paused for a moment, “especially not Joseph.”
Maklavir made a sealing motion across his lips. “Mum’s the word.”
Kara started to reply when Galla jumped up with a shriek, tossing one of his books aside. 
“I’ve got it!” he exclaimed, turning to face them with a wild grin. “I know how to open the box.”
 
“How far down exactly do you think this thing goes?”
Kendril frowned, leaning down to examine some broken stone on the floor. “Eru only knows. Whoever made it seems to have known what they were doing, though.”
Joseph crossed over to a broken stone statue, peering at it with idle curiosity. “A rat?”
Kendril tossed the stone he had been looking at back on the floor. He walked over to where his friend was. “A very big rat,” he commented, examining the statue in the dim light of the gloom, “which, if I remember correctly, is one of the forms taken by Belrannu in the pagan myths.”
They were standing in another large rectangular chamber. Behind them was the flight of stairs they had walked down. In front of them, at the far end of the hall, was a wide opening to some other darkened area. Pillars lined the hall on either side, trailing down towards the opposite end. Statues stood here and there in the gloom, like silent sentinels in the dark. 
Joseph shook his head and stepped away from the stone beast. “I don’t like this.”
Kendril rubbed his chin with his free hand, looking into the darkness around them. “Neither do I. If priests of Eru really did hide out here, then why haven’t we seen any sign of it?”
Joseph stepped away from the statue, similar doubts gnawing at his own heart. He stopped suddenly, almost stepping on something on the ground in front of him. He motioned Kendril over.
“What is it?” the Ghostwalker held the lantern down, shining the light onto the ground. 
Joseph frowned. “Spoor of some kind. And it looks fresh.”
In less than a moment Kendril’s pistol was in his hand. “What kind of animal?” he asked quietly.
His companion’s frown deepened. “I’m not sure.”
Kendril raised an eyebrow. “You’re the outdoorsman, Joseph.”
“I know, it’s just…” he leaned back, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “I think we should look around a little bit more.”
“All right.” With a sharp click, Kendril snapped back the lock on his pistol. “We’ll just be extra
careful.”
 
“There’s a hidden catch,” said Galla excitedly, feeling along the side of the stone box. “Here, I think. One of the runes is out of place.”
Kara and Maklavir leaned in, suddenly interested.
“Here,” said Galla. His fingers coiled around the side of one of the corners. 
A sudden, sharp click came from the box.  With a slight hiss of air, the top moved up about half an inch. 
Kara and Maklavir instinctively stepped back. 
Galla straightened. He eagerly reached both hands for the opened lid.
“Shouldn’t we check for traps first?” Kara ventured.
Galla looked at her for a moment, then turned his attention back to the box. With a heaving grunt he pushed the lid. 
It slid off and crashed heavily to the floor behind.
All three of them stooped forward, peering into the inside of the coffer.
Galla reached down with trembling hands, and carefully lifted out a golden chain. 
Attached to it was a dark red jewel of some kind, set in gold, about three or four inches long and oval in shape. Oddly enough, the precious stone didn’t seem to catch any of the light from the nearby lantern. Instead, it almost seemed to absorb it, the center fading into a cold dark redness.
“At last,” the Baderan whispered. “I’ve found it at last.”
 
The cavern was immense. 
Immense wasn’t even the right word. It was large beyond description. The ceiling towered into the blackness above them, barely visible from where Kendril and Joseph stood. The far walls, if there even were any, were lost in the dark reaches of the cavern. At the very least, they had to be hundreds of feet away. Small pools of water glistened here and there in the lantern light, their surface occasionally rippled by a drop of water plummeting a hundred feet from the ceiling above. 
The two adventurers stood side by side, staring in awe-struck silence. The entryway to the pillared hall lay behind them, miniscule in comparison to the space before them.
“Vesuna’s blood,” Kendril whispered.
“Shutter the lantern,” said Joseph suddenly.
The Ghostwalker gave him a puzzled look. 
Joseph pointed at the lantern again, his eyes still on the cavernous space before them.
Kendril flipped the shutters closed one by one.
At first, the darkness seemed to swallow them whole, like some kind of primeval beast. But then a greenish glow began to fill the cave, faintly at first, and then stronger and stronger. 
Kendril looked around at the walls and ceiling, amazed. “What--?”
“Phosphorescent moss,” Joseph whispered. He pointed to the far walls of the cavern, now barely visible in the greenish glow. “It’s covering the place.”
“Great,” said Kendril. He gave an uncomfortable glance around. “I don’t—”
The Ghostwalker stopped mid-sentence, his eyes fastened on something in the distance. 
Joseph followed his gaze, and felt a sharp chill fill his heart.
There, standing almost as high as the ceiling itself, was a huge statue, visible now in the eerie glow from the moss. It had the body of the man, but the head of a snarling rat. Both of its hands were held forward, as if demanding worship.
“Great Eru,” breathed Joseph.
“Looks like we found Belrannu,” said Kendril.
 
“What do you mean?” Kara took a step away from the raised platform, suspicion growing afresh in her mind. “Found what?”
Galla continued to stare at the necklace, mesmerized. “They said it was only a legend,” he whispered. “They all did. But they were wrong.” He gave a disturbing chuckle, his eyes flashing madly.
Maklavir stepped off the platform as well. He glanced uncertainly over at Kara. 
Kara’s hand reached instinctively for the knife at her belt. She suddenly found herself wishing that Kendril and Joseph had not wandered so far off.
 
“I think we should go,” murmured Joseph.
“I think you’re right,” said Kendril. He took a step back, his eyes still riveted on the statue. There was a sudden crunch from the ground. He froze and looked down.
The ground was covered with bones. Hundreds of them littered the floor in all directions. 
“It can’t be—” said Joseph in horror.
“The pagan priests of Belrannu demanded human sacrifices,” said Kendril slowly. He picked up a bone, looking at it with equal parts of wonder and revulsion. “Tradition says that the captives were left chained to die, eaten alive by wolfrats.” He tossed it back to the ground with a clatter.
“There are no more wolfrats,” said Joseph, glancing nervously around. “They died out hundreds of years ago.”
They both heard the chittering snarl at the same time. They turned, the blood freezing in both their veins. 
There, on a rock not more than fifty feet away, outlined in the greenish glow of the cavern, was a dark beast with a long tail, as big as a large dog. Its eyes glowed red in the dark cave, burning like coals.
“Tell that to him,” Kendril said.
 



Chapter 6
 
“What in the Halls of Pelos are you talking about?” Maklavir backed carefully away, suspicion filling his voice. “I think you have some explaining to do here, Galla.”
The priest looked up suddenly, as if coming back into reality. His eyes darted fearfully from Kara to Maklavir. “I meant—”
They all heard it at the same time. 
A single gunshot echoed up from the open stairwell. Even though the sound was coming from far below them, it sounded like a rolling thunderclap in the silent room. All three heads turned at once.
“What in Eru’s—” Maklavir began.
“Kendril and Joseph,” Kara said quickly. The bow and quiver of arrows was off the floor and in her hands in an instant. She turned back to Maklavir. “They’re in trouble.”
 
They ran. 
Joseph stumbled at the entryway to the pillared hall, hitting his knee hard on the stone flagons underfoot. 
Kendril grabbed him by the back of his greatcoat without breaking his stride, and yanked Joseph back to his feet.
“The stairs,” the Ghostwalker shouted. “Go!” He spun around and whipped out a pistol from beneath his cloak. 
Joseph stumbled forward a few steps and drew his rapier. He turned back around. 
There were more wolfrats than he could count.
They scurried over the floor of the cavern, chittering shrilly as their claws clattered and scrambled over the hard stone. Red eyes burned into the darkness, hungry for flesh. 
Kendril’s pistol fired, the sharp flash of light followed by an echoing boom that reverberated out into the cavern before them. 
One of the wolfrats stumbled, black blood spurting from a crippling wound in its side. It gave a hideous shriek of pain, thrashing in agony as it tried to get up.
The wolfrats around it descended at once, tearing the creature to shreds in an instant.
Joseph made it to the foot of the stairs. He turned back, rapier at the ready, instinctively waiting for Kendril. 
The Ghostwalker was not far behind. “There’s more,” he shouted breathlessly. He holstered his pistol, and drew one of his short swords. “And they’re coming fast.”
One glance told Joseph that Kendril was right. 
Three wolfrats, unperturbed by the fall of one of their own, were moving fast between the pillars of the hall, intent on the prey before them.
Kendril stepped into the narrow stairwell. He turned to face the oncoming beasts. “Get back to the others and get them topside,” he said. “I’ll hold the rats.”
Joseph stepped up into the winding staircase beside his black-cloaked friend, but hesitated for a moment at the thought of abandoning him.
“Go,” Kendril hissed. His eyes shot back to the three rapidly approaching forms in the hallway before them. “Now, for Eru’s sake!”
Joseph hesitated one more crucial moment, then dashed up the stairs. 
Left by himself, Kendril backed up the stairs as he quickly as he could, one hand still holding the lantern and the other holding the short sword. 
He was almost around the bend when the first wolfrat lunged into the stairwell. 
With an unearthly snarl, it lunged forward.
 
Maklavir glanced uneasily at the stairwell, his sword in his hand. “I say, what could they have been shooting at, exactly? I mean, this place is deserted, right…?”
Kara notched an arrow to her bow. “Maklavir, you stay here with Galla. I’m going down.”
“What?” said Maklavir, his face white. “By yourself?”
Kara stepped around one of the stone benches. “They might need help.”
Galla stepped quickly off the platform and shoved the jeweled necklace into his robe. He snatched a lit lantern off a nearby stone bench, then started quickly for the stairs leading back up to the entry chamber. 
“Hey,” Kara called after him. “Hey!”
Galla disappeared up the stairs. 
Kara stood for a moment, torn with indecision. Then she turned, racing after him. “Watch the stairs!” she shouted at Maklavir as she brushed by him.
The hapless diplomat swallowed, tightening his increasingly sweaty grip on his sword. He turned back to face the stairs leading down.
“Right,” he said under his breath.
 
Kendril stabbed forward with his sword. 
The razor-sharp tip caught the wolfrat in the jaw just as it was lurching forward to take a chunk out of the Ghostwalker’s leg. 
Kendril felt the blade penetrate at least six inches into its flesh.
The creature jerked back, giving a shrill scream and spraying black blood all over the stairs. 
Kendril stepped blindly back, giving sharp thrusts with his sword as he went. 
A second wolfrat came chittering into the stairwell, clawing its way over its injured fellow. 
A third stuck its head around the bend at the bottom, snarling through yellow teeth. 
Kendril slashed forward once more with the sword, then, almost without thinking, he hurled the lantern in his left hand down the stairs.
 
Galla reached the top of the stairs, panting heavily. He scurried through the entryway room, ignoring the hideous statues surrounding him on all sides. Throwing the lantern to the ground, he grasped the rope with both hands and began to pull himself up.
Kara came to the top of the stairs, her green cloak flapping behind her as she ran. “Galla!” she called. 
The Baderan didn’t stop. He moved up the rope with surprising quickness.
Kara’s hand tensed on her bow for a moment. 
Then with a strangled curse she threw it aside and ran for the rope herself.
 
Maklavir brought up his sword as the figure emerged from the stairwell. He relaxed as soon as he recognized the figure in the flickering light.
“Joseph? What in the Halls of Pe—?”
“Get back to the rope!” The scout ordered. He turned, taking in the room at a single glance. “Where are Kara and Galla?”
“One step ahead of you, apparently,” said Maklavir. “Has Kendril finally gotten himself killed, or should we be expecting him too?”
“He’s coming,” said Joseph, grabbing the diplomat by the sleeve. “And we’re leaving.”
Maklavir turned to follow his companion towards the stairs behind them. 
“About bloody time,” he said.
 
The lantern hit the wall and exploded. Burning oil splashed over the black creatures in its path. 
There was a hideous mix of screams, along with the sudden stench of burning fur and flesh. 
Kendril backed up two more steps, shielding his face from the sudden burst of heat. He turned, half crawling and half feeling his way around the spiral bend of the staircase. Finding his feet, he started scrabbling up the stairway as fast as he could, tripping and clutching his way with one hand against the wall. 
Behind him, the screams of the burning rats echoed up and down off the walls. 
 
Galla grasped the edge of the hole with one hand, then two, and pulled himself up. He rolled out onto the temple floor, panting heavily. 
The first steaks of daylight were slashing in through the temple entrance, along with a chill breeze. 
He turned back to the hole. The rope was swaying back and forth. Galla gave a very un-priestly curse, and turned to the wall where the rope was attached.
With one quick motion, he jerked the dagger from his belt.
 
“What in the Halls of Pelos is that?”
Maklavir gave a half-turn and looked back in the direction of the horrible shrieking noise coming from behind them.
“Rats,” said Joseph simply. He jumped up another two stairs.
Still glancing behind him, Maklavir went up the next few steps as well. “We’re running from rats?”
Joseph spotted the opening to the entry room just above them.
“Big rats,” he corrected.
 
Kara winced as dirt brushed down into her face from the edge of the hole above her. Galla had just disappeared over the rim a few moments before. She continued to climb as quickly as she could. Her arms burned from the effort. 
For a stabbing moment she wondered whether she was doing the right thing. Joseph and Kendril might be in serious trouble down below, and here she was chasing after the cowardly priest. 
Still, the thought of the Baderan running free seemed somehow more dangerous than whatever Kendril and Joseph had run into.
She pulled herself up the last few feet. The edge of the hole was within arm’s
reach. 
Kara reached out a hand.
 
Kendril staggered out the top of the stairs into the room with the stone coffer. The smell of burning rat followed close behind him. 
No one else was in sight. 
With one last glance at the stairs behind him, he dashed across the room, his sword still in his hand. 
At last, he thought, things were starting to go well. 
 
Galla sawed furiously at the rope, the strands twisting and snapping one by one. With one last grunt of exertion, the thin blade tore through the last bit of cord.
There was a low thump as the severed end of the rope hit the ground, swished across the short stretch of floor and disappeared over the edge.
For the first time since finding the jeweled pendant, Galla smiled.
 
Joseph and Maklavir both cleared the top of the stairs. They started quickly across the room. 
Maklavir gave another uneasy glance at the statues of the pagan gods. “Now, when you say big rats--” he began.
They both saw it at the same time. 
The end of the rope came down through the hole in the ceiling, and landed in an uneven heap on the floor in front of them. 
For the space of a heartbeat they stared in stunned silence.
“Oh dear,” said Maklavir.
 
Kara hung by one hand. Dirt and rocks crumbled down onto her shoulder and head. With a grunt, she threw up her other hand and grabbed the rim of the hole. 
What had happened? Had the rope broken?
She spat the dirt out of her mouth, and prepared to pull herself up. 
A face suddenly appeared above her. 
Kara looked up and saw Galla standing above her. “Give me a hand!” she begged. She twisted her head to avoid another tumbling rock. 
Galla didn’t move. He stared at her impassively. “Sorry,” he said in a cold voice.
Kara looked up in shocked amazement. 
Galla’s boot crashed down on her left hand.
 
Maklavir and Joseph moved quickly to the fallen rope. 
The diplomat scratched his goatee in puzzlement. “Now why--?”
Joseph reached down for the end of the rope, and looked up the hole at the same moment.
He dropped the rope instantly.
 
Blinding pain smashed through Kara’s hand as Galla’s boot crushed it. 
Instinctively she let go of her grip, hanging only by her right hand. She twirled unsteadily for a minute, feeling more rocks and dirt shower down onto her head. 
The stone floor gaped menacingly thirty feet below her. 
“Have you lost your mind?” she spat up at the priest.
Galla sneered, the dagger still in his hand. “On the contrary. There are people who will pay me a king’s ransom for this pendant.” He gave a thin smile. “And I don’t really feel like sharing it.”
His boot crunched down hard on Kara’s right hand. 
She let go. 
 
“Back!” shouted Joseph. He gave Maklavir a hard push away from the hole in the ceiling above them. His rapier clattered to the ground the next second, and Joseph braced his feet, widening his arms in front of him. 
Before the flustered diplomat could say a thing, Kara tumbled down from above and crashed heavily into Joseph. 
The impact knocked them both to the ground. 
Maklavir rushed over to his two friends. “Joseph? Kara? Are you all right?”
Kara opened her eyes, gave the diplomat a dazed look, then suddenly snapped to attention. She sat up, rubbing her side painfully. “Galla betrayed us,” she said hurriedly. “He cut the rope—” Her eyes suddenly registered the unmoving form of Joseph beneath her. 
“Joseph!” she cried, an edge of panic in her voice. “Joseph!”
Kendril came up the last few stairs and emerged into the entry room. He glanced down quickly at Joseph on the floor, then up to the hole in the ceiling.
“Galla cut the rope,” Maklavir explained grimly. “We’re trapped.”
Joseph coughed loudly. He sat halfway up and opened his eyes. 
Kara put one arm behind him and helped him up into a full sitting position.
“That hurt,” the scout said with a groan.
Kendril stepped over to them, looking up towards the hole above. He spun around, glancing back at the stairs behind them.
 “I’m sorry,” blurted Kara. “Galla started running. I tried to stop him—”
“No one’s blaming you,” said Joseph softly. He winced, trying to push himself to his feet.
“Alright,” said Kendril suddenly. He turned back towards the stairs. “Maklavir, you’re with me. Kara, make us an exit.”
The redhead got to her feet, massaging her bruised right hand. “How?”
“However you can,” the Ghostwalker said. “Find something to use as a grapple, and get that rope fastened up top again. We need to get out of here or we’re all going to be rat food.”
As if to punctuate his words, a high-pitched shriek echoed up from the stairwell.
“They’re coming again,” said Joseph with a grimace of pain. He tried to get to his feet, then fell back again. “The wolfrats won’t stop until we’re dead.”
Kara’s eyes widened. “Wolfrats?”
Kendril started reloading a pistol, heading back quickly for the stairs. “Maklavir and I will hold them as long as we can.”
Maklavir uncrossed his arms. “Excuse me?”
“I’m coming too,” said Joseph. He reached for his rapier, gritting his teeth against the pain. 
“You’re no good to us like that,” said Kendril. “Catch your breath. There’ll be plenty of rats to kill.” He turned to Maklavir, and motioned with his head to the stairwell. “Let’s go.”
Maklavir gaped at his companion. “You can’t be serious! I’m no warrior, Kendril.”
“This isn’t war,” said Kendril. “It’s rat-sticking. Much more fun. Now come on.”
The diplomat gave Kara and Joseph a desperate glance, then headed after the Ghostwalker towards the stairs. “Eru help us,” he muttered.
“And Eru help Galla,” Kendril said with a dark glitter in his eyes, “when I catch up to him.”
 
The donkey was still where Galla had left it, tied up a short distance away from the temple entrance. He quickly undid the rope, glancing back over his shoulder nervously. 
The four adventurers could not get out of that temple. They had the rope, certainly, but there was no way for them to reattach it. Galla would have put the stone cover back in place, but it was far too heavy for him to move by himself. 
Besides, what would be the point? There was no way they could get out of there.
He flipped up the cover on the donkey’s saddlebag, pausing for a moment as he held the pendant up. The first light of dawn shone across the face of the red jewel, but it still remained dark and cold, the color of congealed blood. 
Galla had spent the last five years of his life looking for what he now held in his hand. Five years of digging around in archives and ancient ruins, constantly suffering the ridicule and mockery of his colleagues. Now everything he sought lay in his very hands, like a dream transformed into reality. He could scarcely believe it was true. 
Buyers, very influential and wealthy buyers, were already lined up, and the money they would pay for this dusty trinket was enough to make Galla very, very rich. He didn’t know why they wanted it. Frankly, it didn’t matter. The money they were offering was enough to quell any questions he might have asked.
He gingerly put the pendant into the saddlebag, closing it tightly. The only thing that mattered was that he was finally going to live the life he had always deserved. 
And that was certainly worth the lives of four mercenaries.
 
“The pillar, quickly!”
Kendril dashed across the short stretch of the room, leaping over one of the stone benches as he did so. 
The entrance to the spiral staircase was just ahead, smoke drifting out of its darkened entrance. Hideous screeches and clawing sounds came from down below.
Maklavir stopped. He drew his sword with a shaking hand. “Didn’t you say you killed several of them?”
Kendril smashed his shoulder against one of the stone pillars on either side of the opening. “Two, maybe three,” he grunted. “There’s a lot more coming.” The pillar shifted, then came crashing down across the entrance to the stairs with a deafening boom.
“How many more, exactly?” Maklavir asked uneasily.
The Ghostwalker stepped back and drew both his swords. He stuck them point down into the ground, one on each side of him, then pulled out his pistols. He cocked back the locks on both of them. 
“A lot.” He looked over at the diplomat. “We hold here for as long as we can. We have to give Kara and Joseph as much time to reattach that rope as possible.”
“Assuming they can.”
“Don’t worry,” said Kendril confidently. “They will.”
 
The dagger came dropping back down again. The rope that was tied around its handle trailed along behind it. 
Kara leapt back out of its way, wiping the dirt from her eyes. “Tuldor’s beard!” she cursed as she grabbed the throwing dagger again. “This is impossible.”
“What we need is a proper grapple,” said Joseph as he climbed painfully to his feet.
Kara twirled the rope around again, the dagger spinning on its end. “Well, we don’t have one.” She let the dagger go and it flew up through the air towards the hole in the ceiling. 
It hit above with a metallic chink, then came falling back down.
She cursed again in a very unlady-like manner. “I don’t think it would matter. You saw the ruins up above. There isn’t anything for this to catch on and hold.”
Joseph made a face as he reached for his rapier. He picked it gingerly up off the floor. “We don’t have a choice,” he said. “Keep trying.”
 
A high-pitched snarl came echoing up from down below. The next moment came the sounds of claws clattering against stone. 
Maklavir tensed. He gripped his weapon tightly. 
Kendril leveled both his pistols at the dark opening in front of them. “You didn’t happen to bring any of those grenades, did you?”
Maklavir gave him a startled look. “A couple, yes. But we can’t use them.”
Kendril raised his eyebrows. “Why in Eru’s name not?”
“There’s no way to control the direction or placement of the explosion. This place is old, a thousand years or more. One grenade could bring everything down on our heads.”
“That’s what you said in the Balneth catacombs, too,” said Kendril between his teeth.
“That was different. I could place the charges there. Here a grenade would—”
 A loud shriek came just before a dark shape rounded the corner, its fangs bared and eyes blazing. Snarling, it leapt up the last few stairs towards the fallen pillar. 
“Great Eru!” cried Maklavir. He fell back a step.
Two more shapes appeared in the stairwell, shrieking and chittering as they came. The first wolfrat leapt on top of the stone pillar, lashing its tail back and forth like a whip. With a hiss it curled back its mouth in a snarl. 
Kendril fired.
 
They heard the pistol shots at the same moment, followed by a horrible scream.
Kara dropped the makeshift grappling hook, and reached instinctively for her bow.
Joseph pushed himself away from the wall he had been leaning against, and raised his rapier. He took a step, then faltered as pain shot through his body. 
Kara lifted her bow. She looked over at her friend uncertainly.
“Go,” Joseph said simply. He reached for the grapple lying on the ground.
Without a second’s hesitation, Kara headed for the stairs.
 
The body of the first wolfrat was still twitching in its death throes when two more beasts came vaulting over the pillar.
Kendril snatched up the two short swords from where they were stuck in the ground, and bounded forward through the swirling smoke his own pistols had made moments before. He slashed at the rodent to his left, then stabbed forward at the one to his right, swinging his leg back at the same moment to avoid a snapping pair of jaws. 
His first swing missed, but the second found solid purchase in a wolfrat’s neck. 
Kendril yanked the blade out again, black blood staining the end of his sword.
Maklavir steeled himself, then made a valiant lunge forward with his own sword. It made a glancing blow on the leg of one of the creatures. 
The wolfrat turned and gave a vicious bite in Maklavir’s direction. 
The diplomat dodged back with a curse, his purple cape swirling behind him.
Kendril drove his sword into the back of the beast he had injured and finished it off.
The second wolfrat, bleeding from the cut on its leg, turned with a snarl. It snapped its fangs at the Ghostwalker’s midsection. 
Seeing the beast’s attention distracted, Maklavir made another swipe with his sword. 
The creature ducked, then sprang back at the hapless diplomat.
Faster than an eye could blink, Kendril lashed out with both swords and caught the gigantic rat in the middle of its attack. 
With a squeal, the creature hit the ground, thrashing its life out over the stones and dirt.
“Back!” shouted Kendril. He pushed Maklavir away from the fallen pillar. 
Two more wolfrats leapt over the tumbled stone, and even more pairs of red eyes appeared in the black stairway beyond. 
An unearthly howl, like nothing either of the adventurers had heard before, billowed up from the depths. 
Kendril swiped at the rats in front of them, and caught one across the face. 
The other one pressed forward and caught hold of Maklavir’s cape with its teeth. 
The diplomat stumbled back with a curse, leaving the wolfrat with a torn patch of purple fabric in its teeth. 
The creature moved forward again.
Two more wolfrats appeared at the top of the stairs, their sleek black forms moving easily over the makeshift obstacle. Several more dark shapes moved in the stairwell behind them, chittering and chattering as they came. 
Kendril swung his sword wildly, fending off the nearest wolfrat as he retreated back across the room. “There’s too many!” he shouted over his shoulder at Maklavir. “Make for the stairs!”
The diplomat made another half-hearted jab with his weapon, then sprinted towards the passageway leading up. 
Kendril followed after him, holding one wolfrat off with a sword in each hand. 
More and more of the creatures gushed through the stairway entrance, ducking under and scrambling over the stone benches in the room. 
Kendril backed up as quickly as he could, avoiding the tearing fangs of the beasts in front of him.
Something swept past his face, and one of the rats flew back with a shrill scream. An arrow was buried deep into its eye.
 A moment later another arrow found its mark in a nearby wolfrat’s leg, pinning the unfortunate creature to the ground. It looked up at Kendril in rage and pain and snarled its defiance.
Kendril jumped back onto the first step and glanced over his shoulder. 
Kara stood a few steps up. She reached for another arrow.
“I’ll keep you covered!” she shouted, then took a step back herself. “Come on!”
Kendril didn’t wait for a second urging. He turned and dashed up the stairs three at a time. 
Maklavir was already at the top, pausing uncertainly to look back down at his friends. 
The Ghostwalker dodged around Kara just as the thief fired off another arrow.
There was another shrieking squeal from down below.
Kendril sheathed one of his swords and looked over at Maklavir. “Light a grenade!”
The diplomat hesitated. “What? I can’t—”
Kara fired again. She tripped back up another couple steps. 
Kendril turned back around, just in time to see a wolfrat jump onto the bottom step. “Light a grenade now!” he shouted.
Kara brought another arrow to the bowstring, but as she backed up her heel caught on the step behind her. 
Her arrow fell, lost on the stone steps. 
Kendril caught the back of her cloak while she was still off-balance and yanked her back with his free hand. 
The wolfrat at the bottom of the stairs snarled up at them. It was immediately joined by two others.
Kendril erupted into the small entryway room, dragging Kara behind him. 
“I can get another shot,” the redhead protested, trying in vain to reach another arrow. 
“No time,” said Kendril. He glanced quickly over his shoulder. Maklavir was leaning over the lantern in the center of the room, a grenade in his hands. 
“I need a matchcord,” the diplomat began, trying to get the lantern open. “It’s—”
A chorus of snarls and chitters came from the stairwell. 
Kara raised another arrow and fitted it to her bow. Her hands were shaking. 
Joseph limped up beside her, his rapier at the ready. 
Kendril turned back to Maklavir, and held out his hand. “Toss it here,” he ordered.
“But it’s not—”
“I said toss it!” the Ghostwalker roared.
Startled, Maklavir threw it to his companion. Kendril caught it and turned back to the stairway. His other hand dropped the sword it had been carrying and reached underneath his cloak to the small of his back. It emerged with a small silver pistol. Kendril stepped up to the edge of the stairs and glanced down.
There were at least five wolfrats on the stairs below him, and more behind them. They snarled up at him. 
“Take cover,” Kendril called back. Cocking back the lock on his pistol, he tossed the grenade at the wolfrats.
As the metal sphere bounced down the steps and off one of the sidewalls, the wolfrats paused, their attention diverted by the strange new object. 
Kendril brought his arm down with the pistol. He tracked the grenade as it rolled down the last few steps.
Maklavir stared at the Ghostwalker from where he had taken cover behind one of the statues.
“Oh, you can’t be—” he began.
Kendril fired.
 



Chapter 7
 
Sounds, garbled and indistinct, drifted through the air. Slowly, like fog clearing away from the ocean, they became more and more clear. 
They were voices, talking softly.
Kendril opened one eye, then the other. The darkness that greeted him seemed hardly less than when his eyes had been shut. Blinking, he started to move.
And then the pain hit him.
It lanced up the right side of his head, like a sharp stab of flame. He winced, giving a sharp intake of breath.
“Well, well,” said a familiar voice nearby. “Look who finally decided to rejoin us.”
Kendril slowly turned his head and opened his eyes once more. In the gloom he could just make out Joseph sitting a few feet away.
“Joseph,” he managed, his lips feeling cracked and dry. “What--?”
“What happened?” The scout chuckled. “You set off a grenade in a thousand year-old temple, that’s what happened. Almost buried us all.”
“I tried to warn you,” came Maklavir’s voice from somewhere to the left. There was a heavy sigh. “Not that you ever listen to me.”
Kendril started to sit up, feeling the pain in his head again. “The wolfrats--?”
Joseph put an arm out on Kendril’s shoulder. “Take it easy. A stone smashed into your head when the ceiling collapsed. You’re lucky you weren’t crushed to powder.”
“We all are,” said Maklavir.
Kendril reluctantly obeyed his friend. He lay back down on the cold floor. “Where’s Kara?”
“Right here,” came the young woman’s voice from further back in the darkened room. “A few bumps and bruises, but otherwise I’m fine.”
“I wouldn’t worry about the wolfrats, either,” Joseph added. “That explosion buried the entire stairway, plus about a third of this room. There has to be ten tons of rock between us and them, assuming any of them even survived.”
“Yes,” said Maklavir, “about that…I thought wolfrats were supposed to be extinct?”
A brief movement in the darkness from Joseph suggested a shrug. “They are. At least no one’s seen one and lived to tell about it for three hundred years.”
“Well these wolfrats were very much alive,” the diplomat pointed out. 
“I know. That cavern Kendril and I found must connect to a whole labyrinth of underground caves and passages. Those wolfrats must have been living entirely underground in places unknown to anyone above for centuries. That’s the only way they could have survived so long without ever being seen.”
“Maybe one of those passages might lead to the surface,” suggested Kara hopefully. 
Joseph gave a sigh in the dark. “Possibly, but it would take us months to dig through all the debris to get there. And we don’t have that long.”
“No,” said Kendril abruptly, “we don’t. So what are our other options?”
Joseph pointed up towards the ceiling above them. 
Kendril saw the large hole still in place, letting in the faintest bit of gray light. 
Joseph rubbed his side. “It isn’t blocked, praise Eru, but we’re still no closer to getting out than we were before. The lantern got busted up in the blast, too, so we don’t have much light to see by, either.”
“Not that there’s much to see,” Maklavir added.
Kendril closed his eyes. “Wonderful.” He set his teeth against another flash of pain. “So anyone want to tell me exactly what happened?”
There was a brief silence in the dark room. Finally Kara’s voice spoke up.
“Galla ran. I’m sorry, Kendril, I tried to stop him, but he got to the top first, then cut the rope.”
Kendril pushed himself to a half-sitting position and leaned his neck and shoulders against a nearby boulder. “That Baderan slime. When I catch up to him he’ll wish he’d never been born.”
Kara rubbed her face wearily in the darkness. “Well, no doubt he’s on his way to get his money right now.” She made a face. “I was so stupid.”
“It’s not your fault, Kara,” said Maklavir sympathetically. “How could we have possibly known that Galla was only interested in that pendant? He fooled all of us. Well, almost all of us,” he admitted, glancing over at Kendril’s darkened shape.
“Pendant?” Kendril’s voice turned suddenly cold and icy in a way that gave chills to everyone else in the room. “What pendant?”
Maklavir fumbled for a moment, taken aback by his companion’s sudden change. “The, uh, pendant. He—Galla, that is, he, well he--?”
“The stone box in the room downstairs,” Kara broke in. “Galla managed to get it open. There was a golden pendant inside, with some kind of red-jeweled pendant attached. Apparently he was after it the whole time.” She shivered at the sudden recollection. “Just before he kicked me back down the hole, he told me there were people who would pay him a king’s ransom for it.”
“You said a red jewel,” came Kendril’s voice once more. Every word seemed deliberate and frozen into space. “A ruby?”
Maklavir and Kara both paused in thought, their faces crinkling in the darkness. 
“Well, now that you mention it,” Maklavir mused, “it didn’t exactly seem…I mean it didn’t look—”
“It was no ruby,” said Kara slowly. Goosebumps began inexplicably forming on her arms. “It wasn’t like any jewel I’ve ever seen before.”
“It…absorbed the light,” Maklavir said, recalling the details as he spoke “All of it. There was no reflection.”
“Vesuna’s blood,” Kendril cursed. “And now he has it.” He took a sharp intake of breath. “I’ve been a fool.”
Joseph scratched the end of his beard thoughtfully. “Do you know something about this, Kendril?” he asked quietly. “Something you’re not sharing with us?”
The Ghostwalker didn’t answer. He looked up instead at the hole in the ceiling. “What I know,” he said quietly, “is that we have to get out of here.”
“Well,” said Maklavir amiably, “I would say that’s a given.”
“And then,” Kendril said, “we find Galla.”
 
The dagger hit the floor with a low thud, the rope trailing forlornly behind it.
Joseph stepped up to it before the dust had settled and snatched it off the ground. “We’ve been trying this for two hours now. It’s not working.”
“That dagger doesn’t exactly make a great grappling hook,” Maklavir observed. “Perhaps we could use something else?”
“Like what?” Kendril said, the irritation rising in his voice. He stepped away from the wall where he had been standing. “I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but we’re kind of limited in terms of supplies down here.”
“The dagger isn’t the problem,” said Kara quietly. She was sitting off to one side on one of the fallen statues. “It’s the room above. There’s nothing up there for the dagger to catch on. Even a real grappling hook wouldn’t help.”
“Then what exactly do you suggest we do?” Joseph gave the dagger a frustrated look, shaking some of the dirt off. 
Kara folded her hands in front of her. “I could climb up.”
All three heads turned in her direction. 
“Forgive me for stating the obvious,” said Maklavir carefully, “but wouldn’t you need a rope?”
Kara pursed her lips, inspecting the hole carefully. “Not if I did it freehand.”
“Freehand?” Joseph gave her a quizzical look. “Kara, that hole is almost fifteen feet off the ground. And there’s at least twenty feet more before the top.”
The young woman tilted her head. “I know, Joseph. I saw it all on the way down.” She gave a wisp of a smile. “Both times.”
Kendril looked hard at the redhead. “You think you can do it?”
Joseph dropped the dagger to the ground. “Absolutely not. It’s too far.”
Kara faced Kendril, pretending she hadn’t heard the Joseph’s remark. “Maybe. The walls of the hole aren’t entirely smooth. There are small crevices, divets, enough for handholds and footholds. Whether they would get me to the top or not is another matter.”
Joseph stepped forward, his face anxious. “But if you fell, Kara—”
“I won’t fall,” she said smoothly. “If it gets too hard to go on I’ll just climb back down.”
Maklavir stretched his arms. He gave the hole above them a doubtful look. “I don’t know, Kara. I saw the walls on the way down, too, and—”
“Back in New Marlin,” Kara interrupted, “my brother Torin and I had to steal for a living. Many of the finer mansions had gates, and sometimes guards. Often the only way in was to actually climb down the chimney.” She paused, as if remembering. “Since I was the smallest and fairly nimble, I got the fun job of going down. It was dark and filthy work. I usually couldn’t see my hand in front of my face, and could barely breathe. I had to feel my way down the bricks by hand.” Kara looked up at her three companions. “It’s a miracle I wasn’t killed, now that I think back on it.” She glanced up at the hole in the ceiling. “This should be easy by comparison.”
Joseph shook his head emphatically. “I don’t like this. There has to be some other way.”
“Such as?” Kendril crossed his arms. 
Joseph gaped at his friend. “You can’t seriously be thinking of sending her up there?”
Kara’s face blanched. “No one’s sending me anywhere. I’m volunteering to go.”
Joseph looked quickly over to Maklavir. 
The diplomat gave a helpless shrug. “It might be the only chance we have, Joseph.”
“I can’t believe this,” said Joseph. He looked back over at the young woman. “Kara, please, you don’t have to do this.”
“We have to get out of here,” said Kara. “If I can make it up there, then I have to try.” She leaned back. “Otherwise we just wait around to die.”
Joseph looked away, his hands tightening into fists. “I don’t like this.”
“I know, Joseph.” The softness in Kara’s voice surprised everyone in the room. “But it’s our only chance.”
Joseph glanced down at the ground, then gave a resigned nod of his head.
Kendril took a step forward, peering up through the hole. “So how do we get you up there?”
She smiled, patting the fallen statue she was perched on. 
“I was thinking we could use this.”
 
The statue was stone, and very heavy. It took over an hour of tugging, cursing, and pulling to drag the statue over to a position beneath the hole. The rope finally proved useful for tilting the pagan idol to an upright position.
When it was finally done, the three men stood back to admire their handiwork in the flickering light of a matchcord, still panting and sweating.
“So,” said Maklavir between breaths, “did the pagans purposefully make everything as heavy as possible?”
“Trust me,” said Kara from the other side of the room, “you guys had the easy part.” She finished pulling her red hair back, tying it deftly into a ponytail.
Joseph wiped some sweat from the back of his neck. “I’m still not sure about this, Kara. What if—”
The thief loosened her vest and shrugged it off her shoulders. “We’ve been over that already, Joseph. Will that statue hold my weight?”
“We’ll support it,” said Kendril. He rubbed delicately at the purple bruise on the side of his face. “It should get you up to the hole. The rest is all up to you.”
Kara smiled, rolling both her shirt sleeves up to the elbows. “That’s all I need.” She kicked off her boots, yanking the stockings off as well, then started rolling up her trouser legs to the knees.
“What I don’t get,” Joseph began, glancing down at her, “is what—” He stopped mid-sentence, his eyes falling on Kara’s exposed leg. He quickly averted his eyes, his face budding bright crimson. 
“Is…what you—” he fumbled, lost for words. “I mean—”
Kara glanced up at her hapless friend, then beamed at him. “No time to be modest, Joseph. I promise I’ll cover them up again when I’m done.”
Maklavir gave Kara’s shapely calves an admiring look. “No need to hurry on our account, of course.”
The pretty redhead gave him a sarcastic smile, then walked up to Joseph, who was still doing his best to look away. She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. 
Surprised, the scout looked over at her. 
“At least there’s one gentleman in this bunch,” she said, turning back to the statue.
Blushing even more, Joseph mumbled something incoherent, then looked away again.
“Alright,” said Kendril, grabbing the statue from one side. “Whenever you’re ready.”
Joseph and Maklavir took places along the statue as well, supporting it as firmly as they could. 
Kara took a deep breath, stretching her arms and legs. She snatched the rope and tied it securely around her waist.
“Do you need the light?” Kendril indicated the sputtering matchcord with a nod of his head.
“No. I don’t want the smoke getting in my eyes. Besides, there’s a little bit of daylight coming down. It should be enough to see by.”
Kara took one more stretch, then, as nimbly as a cat, she climbed up the statue. She poked her head up into the hole, examining it for a moment, then reached up one hand, then the other. The next moment, her whole body slid up out of view. 
The three men down below watched in silent amazement as Kara moved slowly upwards, the rope trailing behind her. 
Joseph stared up after her, a strange expression on his face.
Kendril gave him a jesting smile. “Don’t enjoy the view too much, Joseph.”
“What?” said Joseph, his concentration suddenly broken. He looked quickly down. “I wasn’t—I mean I didn’t—”
“Relax,” said the Ghostwalker with a chuckle. “I wasn’t being serious.”
Maklavir tilted his head appreciatively, still looking upwards at Kara’s disappearing form. “You know, she really is terribly talented. I had no idea she climb freehand like that.”
“I don’t think any of us did,” said Joseph. He glanced over at Kendril. “So tell me, what’s so important about that pendant Galla took?”
Kendril stepped back from the statue as well.
“I don’t know. When Kara described it I thought…” he paused, shaking his head.
“Thought what?” asked Maklavir curiously. 
“Nothing,” said Kendril in a voice to end the conversation. “Either way, though, we need to find Galla. I still have some questions for him.”
“About that,” said Joseph uncomfortably, “you…were right about him all along. If we had listened to you we would never have gotten ourselves in this situation.”
Kendril gave a good-natured shrug. “We’d still be broke, too.” He smiled. “Don’t worry about it, Joseph. Believe it or not, I’ve been wrong before once or twice myself.”
“What galls me,” said Maklavir, “is that he lied to us. Twice. And we bought it both times.”
“He won’t lie to us again,” said Kendril coldly. “I’ll make sure of that.”
They stood around in silence for several more tense minutes, until the rope suddenly pulled up, then fell limp. A few seconds later there was a sharp tug from above. 
Joseph walked up and gave the rope a light pull, then a harder one.
“Well I’ll be a Guild eunuch,” he said in wonder.
“Hey guys,” called a familiar voice from above. “Come on up.”
 
It was snowing again by the time they made it back to camp. In the east the sun was sinking low on the horizon, shading the sky in deep purple and red.
“At least he left the animals,” said Joseph in relief. He walked over to the fire pit, and glanced down at the cold embers. “Doesn’t look like anyone’s been here since last night.”
“He probably headed straight for Stefgarten,” said Kendril bitterly. “There was no need for him to stop by here. He had everything he needed.” He walked up to Simon, and gave the mule an amiable pat on the nose. 
The beast gave an angry snort.
“Sorry boy,” the Ghostwalker said with a smile. “Didn’t intend to be away that long.”
Kara brushed some snow off a nearby log and sat down. She glanced down at her sleeve. It was smeared with dirt. “Oh, well,” she said cheerfully. “Better than soot.”
Maklavir carefully inspected Veritas, patting the horse reassuringly on the flank. “I still can’t believe you did that.” He looked back at the young woman. “If you had spoken up sooner we could have saved ourselves a few hours of frustration.”
“Well,” Kara replied nonchalantly, “I wanted to make sure the dagger really wouldn’t work. After all, there was a good chance that I could have fallen.”
Joseph shot her a quick look.
“Yes, I know,” said Kara. She gave a little laugh. “You’re very sweet to look out for me, Joseph.”
“Oh,” said Kendril, firing a covert wink in Maklavir’s direction, “You know Joseph. He worries about everyone.”
Joseph glared at Kendril. 
Maklavir pretended to examine a saddlebag, hiding a smile.
“Well,” said Kara with a glance up at the sky, “it looks like it’ll be dark soon.”
“Yes,” said Joseph, grateful for the change of subject. “We might as well bed down here for the night. I’ll scout around for some more firewood.”
“Bed down?” Kendril’s face lost all traces of humor. “Galla already has a full day’s march on us.”
“I know,” said Joseph. He rubbed his nose, red from the cold. “We’ll have to take up the chase in the morning.”
“Not if we chase him through the night,” the Ghostwalker replied. “We might be able to catch him before dawn.” 
Joseph checked the rapier at his side. “I don’t know if you noticed, but we’re in the middle of nowhere. It’s going to be very, very dark tonight.”
“You’re a pathfinder, aren’t you?” said Kendril sharply. “So find us a path.”
Joseph looked over at his friend, snowflakes swirling all around him. “Kendril, I know you want to catch up to Galla. But we’re exhausted, and you’re injured.”
Kendril made a dismissive gesture towards the bruise on his face. “It’s just a bump on the head, Joseph.”
“You need to rest, Kendril. We all do. Stumbling around in the black of night won’t do us any good.”
The Ghostwalker scowled and turned away.
“He’s right, you know.” Maklavir breathed into his hands, rubbing them together against the chill. “If we rest up tonight we’ll be in a much better place to track Galla down tomorrow.”
“Besides,” said Kara, undoing her ponytail and shaking her hair free, “Galla probably thinks we’re still trapped in that cave. We have time on our side.”
Kendril brushed some of the snow off his shoulders. “Alright,” he said at last. “Let’s build a fire.”
 
The shavings flew off the small piece of wood, scattering over the snow. 
Joseph blew again, harder, and the last few shreds tossed away into the darkness. He held the piece of whittling up in his hands, analyzing it in the firelight. The shape of a bird was clearly discernible now, soaring freely on an imaginary breeze.
Joseph smiled softly, and picked up his knife again.
“So,” said a quiet voice beside him, “are you ever going to actually tell her?”
Startled, Joseph glanced over to see Kendril sitting up in his bedroll. 
“Tell who what?”
Kendril stretched. “You know who. And you know what.”
Joseph looked down again at the wooden bird in his hands. “I don’t know. I’m…waiting for the right moment, I guess.”
“I wouldn’t wait too long. Maklavir might wake up one of these days and realize there’s a beautiful woman in the camp.”
Joseph spun his head in Kendril’s direction, and almost dropped his knife. “He couldn’t—he wouldn’t…she wouldn’t…?”
Kendril smirked, rubbing his unshaven chin. “Who knows? He seems to find a willing enough girl in every town we visit.”
Joseph set his face, and looked down at the bird once more. “I’m sure Kara would have more sense than that.”
“Yes,” the Ghostwalker agreed, “I imagine she would.” He looked over at the young woman on the other side of the campfire. 
Her face was relaxed and peaceful as she slept.
“I told you before that I don’t know a lot about women,” said Kendril somberly, “and I don’t. But I do know this; you let a woman go that you love, and you’ll never forgive yourself.”
Joseph bowed his head silently. He turned the bird over in his hands. After several minutes, he spoke. “It’ll be dawn soon. You should try to sleep.”
Kendril gave a dismissive shrug. “Can’t. I’ve got too much on my mind.”
“Galla?”
The Ghostwalker nodded. He paused for a moment, staring at the campfire reflectively. “I had a dream,” he said at last. “Last night.”
Joseph looked over at him curiously, but said nothing.
“There was a woman,” continued Kendril, “dressed in a golden robe, with bright blue hair and eyes.” He looked over at his friend. “She warned me that something was about to begin.”
Joseph rubbed his thumb absently on the top of the carved bird. “What?”
“She didn’t say.” Kendril tilted his head back, closing his eyes as if remembering. “She only told me not to waver, but to hold fast, and that despair would not triumph. And she told me I was not alone. When I woke up, Galla was gone.”
“You’re talking about a vision,” said Joseph slowly.
“I know,” the Kendril replied. “But what about the woman? The description is like a Guardian of old, isn’t it?”
Joseph looked over at the fire again. “Yes. Though no Guardian has been seen in Zanthora for a long time.” He gave a half-smile. “At least by no sane person.”
Kendril shook his head. “I don’t even know why I’m telling you this. It’s all nonsense anyway.”
Joseph set the bird down on the log beside him. “You don’t really think that, or you wouldn’t have brought it up.” He looked over at the Ghostwalker. “If what you saw was real,” he said quietly, “then it means Despair, doesn’t it?”
“The Fourth Despair,” said Kendril in a monotone. He stared straight ahead, the light from the campfire flickering over his shadowed form. His face suddenly hardened. “I’m being a fool,” he said harshly. “It was a dream, nothing more.”
“So why are you worried?” asked Joseph in the same quiet voice. “There’s something about the timing of this dream that’s bothering you, isn’t it? Something about that pendant Galla took?”
Kendril looked down at the snow-covered ground. “We have to find him, Joseph.”
Joseph nodded, tucking the bird back into his pocket. “Seems like we do,” he said.
 



Chapter 8
 
“Does that man have some kind of animal under his coat?” Maklavir peered curiously up the main street of Stefgarten, nodding at a heavily bearded trapper who was staggering across the street.
Kara raised her eyebrows, looking around the corner of the porch she was sitting on. “Where?”
“Right there.” Maklavir started to point. “Wait, he’s gone now.” He looked back over at Kara. “I’m telling you, his jacket was actually moving.”
The redhead sat back. “I don’t think I want to know.”
“Now that you mention it,” said Maklavir as he leaned against the porch post, “neither do I.” He gave a heavy sigh. “It’s so good to be back in civilization again.”
Kara smiled, but said nothing.
“Tuldor’s beard!” The door to the inn slammed shut, and Kendril stormed out onto the snow-covered porch, followed by Joseph.
Maklavir pushed his cap back onto his head, looking up at the two men. “So, did you find our friend Galla?”
“Galla,” said Kendril seethed, “has already left town.”
Kara got to her feet. “That was fast.”
“Yes,” said Kendril as he stomped down the porch steps. “It was.”
Maklavir glanced at the black-cloaked man quizzically. “So what now?”
“Now,” said Kendril without stopping, “we head across the street.”
Kara and Maklavir looked at each other, then at Joseph. 
The bearded scout just shrugged, then nodded towards the Trading Post a little ways down the road. “The innkeeper said Galla caught a ride over there,” he explained as he walked. 
Kara and Maklavir fell in behind him. All three followed Kendril through the muddy snow.
“Where did he go?” Kara asked.
“Let’s find out,” said Kendril. He jumped up the three broad wooden steps of the Trading Post, and pushed the front door open.
The interior was dim, lit only by the white light flooding in through the front windows. The wooden walls were covered with ropes, lanterns, furs, and a few rusty crossbows, all available for sale. Shelves lined one side of the room, covered with bags of flour, cans of oil, and jars of preserved goods. On the wall behind the large wooden counter hung every tool possibly imaginable, from a lowly hatchet to an ox-goad. 
An overweight man with a huge brown mustache greeted them as they entered. “What can I do for you?” he asked cheerfully.
“We’re looking for a Baderan,” said Kendril immediately. “Slimy fellow, lots of rings and greased hair.”
The merchant nodded thoughtfully. “I know him,” he said, his face crinkling. “Disgusting man. I was glad to see him leave.”
“When?” Joseph asked.
“Yesterday afternoon.” The man nodded towards the front windows. “Took the Ice Sled to Vorten.”
Maklavir quickly set down the can of peach preserves he had been looking at. “Vorten?”
“Yes. And like I said, I was glad to see him go. No Baderan ever did any good around here.”
“Forgive my asking,” said Kara, “but what exactly is an Ice Sled?”
The storeowner looked over at the pretty young woman with a more-than friendly smile. “Not from around here, are you now, lass?” He picked up a towel, wiping down part of the counter. “The stage coach has a hard time running out this far north, especially during the winter. When the snow comes, they take the coaches, remove the wheels, and put sleds on ‘em instead. Slows the service down a bit, but it works tolerable well.”
Joseph stepped between the merchant and Kara. “So you said he took the sled to Vorten?”
“Yeah.” The storeowner bent forward a bit, giving Kara another broad smile. “He said he had business there.”
“Did he?” Kendril said grimly. “When does the next sled leave?”
The man gave an apologetic shrug. “Like I said, the service gets pretty slow this time of year. I imagine the next coach for Vorten will be along in a couple days.”
“Tuldor’s beard,” the Ghostwalker cursed again. He turned and strode angrily out through the front door.
“Sorry,” the storeowner said to the three remaining companions. “If there’s anything else I can do for you, I’m more than happy to oblige.”
Joseph gave Maklavir and Kara a glance, then headed back out the door himself.
Kendril was standing at the bottom of the Trading Post steps, glaring silently down the length of the main street. 
It had started snowing again, mixed with a little rain. 
Joseph shivered as it began to pelt his head and shoulders. He moved up behind the Ghostwalker. “So what now?”
Kendril didn’t turn. “How long will it take us to get to Vorten?”
Joseph glanced up at the frozen rain pattering the roof of the Trading Post behind them. “If we walk? Probably three days. That’s assuming we don’t get caught in a blizzard or something.” He shrugged. “Or freeze to death.”
The Ghostwalker turned around, his face set with a look of determination. “You can get us there?”
The scout took a step back and ducked under the slight cover from the overhang above them. “Sure. It’s a pretty straight shot. Just follow the highway. I doubt we’d have much trouble at the border.”
Kendril nodded his head, lost in thought. “Three days?”
“If we leave right now,” Joseph clarified
“Ah, Vorten.” Maklavir strode out onto the porch, straightening his cap against the chilly drizzle. “The City of Light. Now that would be a rare touch of civilization in our lives.”
Kara followed Maklavir, pulling up her hood against the falling slush. She gave Kendril a wary glance. “Galla will have at least a day or two on us.”
Kendril turned his head back to the street. “I know.”
The woman tugged at the corner of one of her gloves. “What if he’s gone by the time we get there?”
The Ghostwalker swiveled his head back and gave her an icy look. “Then we follow him to wherever he’s gone.”
“Hmm, yes.” Maklavir clapped his hands together, rubbing them against the cold. “I suspect that’s the point Kara is making, dear boy. I mean, I’m just as much a fan of brutal revenge killings as the next man, but how far exactly are we willing to take this?”
Kendril glared at the diplomat.
“I’m just as angry at what Galla did as you are, Kendril,” Kara said gently. “But at a certain point it seems kind of…well, crazy to keep this up, don’t you think? We could end up following this Baderan halfway across Zanthora.”
The Ghostwalker turned, his figure dark against the snow behind him. He looked squarely at his three friends.
“I will follow Galla to the Third Fire and back if I have to.” His voice was low and cold. “And not for revenge.”
Maklavir tilted his head. “For what, then?”
Kara gave Kendril a probing look. “That pendant that Galla took, there’s something important about it, isn’t there?”
The Ghostwalker put one gloved hand on the snow-covered railing. He looked out into the street for a moment. “I don’t know,” he said at last. “There might be. That’s why I have to track Galla down.” He looked back at Kara, then at Maklavir. “This is something that I have to do. I can’t explain to you why. I’m not even sure I know myself.” He looked to the side again as a large wagon rumbled past through the snow. “My path leads to Vorten, and wherever else Galla goes after that. I don’t expect or ask any of you to come with me.”
Joseph leaned back against the wall of the Trading Post and crossed his arms. He said nothing, staring down at the floorboards of the porch.
Kara looked over at him. “You’re going with him?”
Joseph took a deep breath, scratching his chin thoughtfully. Finally he nodded. “Yes,” he said, looking up. “I am.”
The snowfall began to thicken, piling gently on the porch railing. 
Kara looked at Joseph for another long moment, then back at Kendril. “I think this is crazy,” she said. “But if Joseph’s going, then count me in too.”
The pathfinder looked up, surprise on his face. 
Kara caught his expression, and smiled. “As far as I’m concerned,” she said wryly, “you’re the only sane one in this little group of ours. If you’re going with Kendril then I figure there has to be a good reason.”
“The only sane one?” Maklavir gave a mock bristle, ruffling his shoulders. “My dear woman, I take deep offense at such a comment.” He looked over at Kendril. “Vorten is in Valmingaard, you know.”
The Ghostwalker nodded. “I know. Been there before?”
“Oh, plenty of times. Beautiful city. They have the Great Library there, of course. And the Ice Gardens.”
“I take it that means you’re coming too?” asked Joseph.
The diplomat smiled. “Don’t be silly, Joseph. Of course I’m coming.” He looked disgustedly out into the street of the small town. “I certainly have no inclination of remaining here for any longer than I absolutely have to.”
“Looks like we’re all agreed,” said Kara.
“Alright,” said Kendril. “Then let’s get moving.”
 
By mid-morning it was snowing even harder than before. Joseph gave the falling flakes a skeptical look as he stomped across the street. He stepped up onto the wooden porch of the Trading Post, then pushed in through the door, glancing at the sky one last time.
“Having second thoughts?” Kendril asked over his shoulder from where he stood hunched over the front counter.
The pathfinder stamped his feet on the front mat. “No. It’s coming down hard, but I don’t think getting to Vorten will be a problem. Not if we stick to the main road, anyway.” He walked up to Kendril, noticing that the Ghostwalker was writing on a piece of paper. “We still have the money that Galla gave us, plus the supplies from our last trip. It’ll be a cold hike, but I doubt we’ll freeze or starve.”
Kendril gave a satisfied nod. “Good.” He whipped a quill pen along the bottom of the paper, flourishing his signature. “Are Kara and Maklavir ready to go?”
“Yeah. They said they’d meet us at the gate.” Joseph looked down curiously at the paper. He saw it for only a moment before Kendril began folding it, creasing it evenly on the wooden counter. “A letter?”
Kendril nodded absently, reaching for a nearby vial of red wax that was being heated by an open candle. He poured it onto the white paper, then began fumbling in his trouser pocket.
“No offense,” said Joseph, the curiosity still burning inside him, “but I thought a Ghostwalker was supposed to be dead to all his family and friends.”
“This isn’t to either,” Kendril said briskly. He pulled a small, golden seal from his pocket. 
“Then who is it to?”
Kendril stamped the seal into the wax, wiggled it slightly, then pulled it up again. The image embedded into the cooling wax was that of a sword, flames burning along its length.
“An acquaintance,” the Ghostwalker responded elusively. He looked up at the store owner. “When’s the next coach heading south?”
The man thought a moment. “Probably tomorrow, though it might be the next day.” He shrugged. “This weather makes things hard, you know.”
“Fine,” said Kendril with a noticeable level of irritation. He set the letter down before the man, along with a couple coins. “See that this goes out with the mail.”
The store owner nodded, tucking the letter back behind the counter. “Right, then. Anything else?”
Kendril shook his head, turning for the door. “No. Just make sure that letter gets out.”
Joseph followed after his friend, his face betraying his confusion. “So are you going to tell me what the letter’s for?”
Kendril walked out onto the porch, and into the swirling snow. “Just in case.”
Joseph quelled an exasperated sigh. “In case what?”
“In case I’m right,” said Kendril without stopping.
 
The snow continued to fall at a steady pace throughout the morning and mid-afternoon. The four adventures plodded silently through the whiteness, their heads down and hoods up against the blowing wind and snow. The road they were on wound north through the forest, and they followed it closely, struggling and slipping through the foot and a half-deep snow. The animals didn’t seem very happy either. Simon was particularly moody, his back piled high with equipment and supplies. Kendril traveled beside him, giving the beast an occasional reassuring pat.
The going was hard, and they found themselves taking frequent breaks, searching for what little cover they could in the trees by the side of the road. They never stopped for long, however, and the road northwards always beckoned to them. 
“At least in Vorten we’ll be able to find a decent place to stay,” said Maklavir as they walked. “There are some excellent inns there. The White Rose was always one of my favorites.”
Kendril tried to smirk, but his face was too stiff from the cold. “Take many young women there?”
Maklavir turned in his saddle and gave the Ghostwalker a nasty look. “Yes, if you must ask. Vorten can be a very romantic city, actually.”
Kara shuddered as a cold wind began to blow. “Hard to believe that any place in the middle of all this could be romantic.”
“It’s the globes,” the diplomat responded. He brushed some snow from his cap. “They’re set all around the city, you know. Utterly remarkable. Beautiful at night.”
“I’ve heard of those,” said Joseph from where he was riding up front. “The glow-globes of Vorten. They light the whole city, right?”
Maklavir chuckled. “Yes. Quite amazing, really. They’re made from a very rare mineral found in the nearby hills. Each piece of rock is painstakingly carved into a perfect sphere. The process can sometimes take years. There are whole families of globe-carvers that have been around for generations.”
“How do they glow?” Kara asked curiously. 
“As best as I understand it,” said Maklavir, turning in his saddle, “the globes absorb even the tiniest bit of heat and reproduce it as brilliant light. Throw one in the fire, and it will shine like the sun itself.” He ducked as Veritas passed under a low-hanging branch. “About a century ago a local inventor figured out a way to connect them all by underground piping.”
Joseph glanced over his shoulder, half-interested. “Piping?”
The purple-caped diplomat beamed. “Steam. Ingeniously simple, isn’t it? Just a little bit of steam piped to each globe keeps them lit all night long. That old inventor, oh, what was his name…?”
“Talor Zachari.” Kendril glanced off to the side of the trail, the rifle he always carried when out in the open in his hands.
“Uh, yes, that’s it,” said Maklavir, briefly taken aback by the Ghostwalker’s reply. “Mad Zachari, they used to call him. Anyway, he developed the whole underground piping system that Vorten still uses today. With glow-globes placed on every street corner and even in some of the private residences, the town literally glows at night.” The diplomat swiped some snow off his trouser leg. “There are several large underground furnaces that supply the steam.”
Kara pulled the hood a little closer over her head. “Sounds really incredible.”
“That’s not the end of it. The piping and the furnaces also provide some nice side benefits.” He gave an impish grin. “Like hot and cold running water.”
Kara eyes widened, and her mouth dropped open. 
From the rear of the procession, Kendril scowled under his raised hood. “It’s mostly just the nobles who can afford luxuries like that.”
“There’s also the bathhouse,” said Maklavir, nonplussed at Kendril’s comment. “That’s open to everyone. The central bath there can easily hold a couple hundred people.”
“What’s that?” Kara asked suddenly, peering ahead through the falling snow. A large building stood a little ways ahead by the side of the road, smoke fluming out of its chimney.
“Looks like an inn.” Joseph glanced up at the sky. “It’ll be dark soon. Might as well stop here for the night.”
“Great Eru, you mean we’re not sleeping out in the snow?” said Maklavir with a dry smile. “How terribly disappointing.”
 
Early the next morning all four travelers were on the road again, a hot breakfast in their stomachs and a good rest under their belts. The snowfall had dropped down to a few scattered flakes, though the wind was still stiff and cold.  The trees to either side of the road were thick and menacing, smothered white with snow and dangling with icicles. 
It was mid-afternoon when Joseph halted them. Curious, Kendril left Simon for a moment, trudging through the snow towards the front of the column. 
The beast instantly started snuffling around in the snow, looking in vain for a blade of grass.
“What is it?” the Ghostwalker queried as he moved up.
Joseph gestured with his hand to a large wooden post to one side of the road. A carved wooden eagle sat atop it, painted black.
“Just thought you might like to know,” he said, “once we’re past this we’re officially in Valmingaard.”
Kara rubbed her red cheeks with her gloved hands, looking around them. “That’s it? I was expecting some guards, or something.”
Joseph shook his head. “The border here is pretty relaxed. Besides, it’s in the middle of nowhere. It would cost more to defend it then it’s worth.”
“Merewith doesn’t have the organization or the manpower to invade Valmingaard anyway,” Kendril noted. “Especially not in the dead of winter. Alright, enough sightseeing. Let’s get going.” 
He turned back, but stopped as soon as he saw Maklavir. 
The diplomat was staring at the post with a strange expression on his face.
“You all right?” Kendril asked.
Maklavir closed his eyes, shaking off whatever had possessed him. He gave a low chuckle. “Oh yes, yes, quite fine. Just—” He hesitated. “It’s been a while since I’ve been back, is all.”
Kara turned in her saddle and gave the diplomat a sympathetic look. “Are you sure you’re all right, Maklavir?”
“Yes, quite sure.” The diplomat gave his horse a kick forward. “Now let’s get moving. I can’t wait to show all of you Vorten. I remember one time, when I was younger, when…”
His voice trailed off as he rode ahead. 
Kendril gave Kara a shrug, then grabbed Simon’s bridle and pulled the reluctant beast back onto the road.
 
“You’re certain the mercenaries you hired are dead?”
Galla took another sip of his wine, then set the glass carefully down on the tabletop. He looked at the woman across from him, but her face was shrouded in shadow beneath the large hood that she wore. 
“Yes.” He paused for a moment, remembering the gaping hole in the temple floor. “There’s no way they could have gotten out of that temple alive.”
The woman didn’t move. Her hands resting lightly on the table before her. “I hope for your sake that you are correct.”
Galla swallowed. He reached for the wine glass again, trying to keep his hand from trembling. He glanced behind him out of habit, but the area of the inn they were in was empty except for them. The nearest people were sitting several tables away, laughing and jeering together.
“All I’m interested in is the money,” he said quickly. “I don’t care what you want the…artifact for.”
Galla sensed more than saw the woman smile under her hood.
“It will take time for me to get the money,” she said, her voice low and even. “How about tomorrow night?”
Galla nodded. He finished off the last of the wine. “Tomorrow’s fine.”
“Where shall we meet?”
The Baderan gave another paranoid glance over his shoulder. “Here, in the inn. Come alone.”
The woman smiled. “Of course.” She stood, drawing her dark cape around herself. “Until then.”
Without another word she turned, walking up the steps to the central portion of the inn, then towards the door. 
Outside the wind was blowing hard and cold, sending tiny flurries of snow whispering across the ground. 
She turned down the street, passing through a large circle of light on the corner cast by a glowing sphere set atop a large iron pole. She passed down the next street, the light of the glow-globe fading behind her. It was late, and there was no one was to be seen in either direction.
As she passed the mouth of a small alleyway another figure shrouded in shadow stepped out of the darkness, and stood silently for a moment beside her.
“The Baderan has it,” the woman said, her voice barely above a whisper. “You know what to do.”
The second figure bowed its head, then disappeared back into the dark alley.
 



Chapter 9
 
Kara woke to a hand gently shaking her shoulder. She groaned and opened one of her eyes. “My turn already?” she asked.
Joseph withdrew his hand. “I’m sorry,” he said, “I wasn’t sure if I should wake you or not.”
The thief looked up at the man. “Why wouldn’t you wake me?”
“Well…I don’t know, I just—you were so sound asleep, I didn’t—”
Kara couldn’t help but smile. “What were you going to do, Joseph, take my watch too?” She threw off the bedroll, feeling a stab of cold from the chilly air. The campfire was burning brightly a few feet away, and in the flickering light she could just make out the sleeping forms of Kendril and Maklavir. “What time is it?”
“A little after two in the morning, I think. I--” Joseph looked away for a moment, suddenly awkward.
Kara yawned, stretching her arms over her head. “Something wrong?”
“No,” Joseph responded, “I just—” he fumbled in his greatcoat pocket for a moment, then pulled something out and offered it to her. “Here.”
Kara reached down and took the object. It was a small, carved bird. She held it up in the firelight, admiring the craftsmanship. “It’s beautiful,” she said. “You carved this?”
The scout nodded. “Just finished.” He paused uncertainly for a moment. “It’s yours, if you want it.”
Kara glanced up in surprise. “You don’t want to keep it?”
Joseph fumbled with his hands for a moment. “No, I…made it for you, actually.”
The young woman stared at him for a long moment, then gave him a sweet smile. “Thank you Joseph.” She looked down at the bird again. “I didn’t know you could carve like this.”
The scout shuffled his feet. “Just when the mood strikes me.” He looked over at the campfire, then back at Kara. “Well, I suppose I should get some sleep. It’s going to be a long day’s march tomorrow.”
Kara gave a simple nod, her eyes still on Joseph’s face. “Alright. I’ll wake Kendril when my watch is over.”
For a moment Joseph looked as if he would say something else, but didn’t. He turned, moving over towards his bedroll. “Goodnight, Kara.”
“Goodnight.” The young woman sat by the fire a few minutes longer, examining the little bird in her hands.
With a soft smile, she tucked it into her trouser pocket.
 
The sun was low in the sky when the four weary travelers finally caught their first sight of Vorten.
The city appeared suddenly as they turned a bend in the road, lying below them on a plain stretching to the north. A thick gray wall looped around the city’s perimeter, made of heavy, impenetrable stone. Many scattered buildings and houses clustered just outside the wall, slowly expanding the city outside of its line of fortification. Dark smudges of smoke from hundreds of chimneys rose into the clear winter air, and from one large building came the steady white puff of steam. From the Snowy Mountains, just visible far to the southwest, the Inersa River meandered down and cut through the heart of Vorten itself before lazily wandering away to the north and east. From where they stood the four travelers could see crusty borders of ice clinging to both banks of the river for its entire length. On one section of the ice just outside the city walls a large group of children were running back and forth near the river’s edge, shouting and yelling as they played.
The dying sun lit the city in a rosy light, several of the slanted roofs stained red by its light. The central cathedral stood in the center of the city, its golden minarets shining brightly in the receding light. Just visible over the city walls from where they stood were the bright flares of dozens of white glow-globes, with more flickering on every moment as evening steadily approached. They were spaced evenly throughout the spread of buildings and narrow streets of the city, like brilliant stars.
Maklavir tipped back his cap. “Now that’s quite a view.”
Kara nodded. “I’ll say.”
Joseph sat back in his saddle a moment, unfolding his red handkerchief and wiping his forehead. “We made it. I was hoping we wouldn’t have to travel far after dark.”
“There’s the Great Library,” said Maklavir, pointing to an impressive stone building towards the western end of the city. “And the Bathhouse, over there to the right.”
“First of all,” said Joseph as he replaced his bandana, “we need to get rooms for the night.”
“And find Galla,” Kendril added coldly.
 
They made it to the southern gate a little after nightfall. Here the city wall was even more impressive than it had seemed from a distance, towering into the night sky in front of them as they approached. 
A large wagon pulled by two miserable horses clattered into the city ahead of them, the driver singing an old Arbelan drinking song as he disappeared inside. Two guards wearing heavy steel cuirasses and wielding halberds approached the four travelers, hailing them. Two more stood on either side of the gateway, and even more stood on the top of the wall, their outlines silhouetted against the starry sky.
Joseph nodded as the two guards approached, his breath puffing into clouds of white before him. “Cold night, eh?”
The first of the two men nodded noncommittally. He eyed the rag-tag group of adventurers suspiciously. “Aye, that it is. And what be your business in Vorten?”
“Travelers,” Joseph quickly responded. “On our way to Varnost. We’re looking to stay here a few days here before continuing on.”
The guard stepped back, the starlight glinting off his metal breastplate. He looked again at the group, his eyes falling on Kendril. “Varnost, you say? And what is your business there?”
“Our business is confidential.” Maklavir brought his horse up beside Joseph, a new tone of authority in his voice. He flipped a letter out of his saddlebag, handing it down with an air of indifference to the gate guard. “I believe this will explain everything.”
The guard gave Maklavir a hard look, but took the letter. He motioned over one of the guards who held up a lantern. 
Joseph turned slightly in his saddle, staring at the diplomat beside him. 
Maklavir ignored him, looking instead at the gateway before him with an air of indifference. 
From behind Kara shifted uneasily on top of her pony as the gate guard unfolded the letter, glancing at its contents as the other guard held the lantern up. 
From the rear of the procession Kendril stood silently, keeping one hand on the stock of his rifle that was now carefully packed away on Simon’s back.
The guard looked over the letter for what seemed a long time, then finally handed it back, straightening a little. “My apologies, ambassador. Please forgive the delay.”
Maklavir tucked the letter back away in his saddlebag. “Not at all, my good man. Just doing your job, and all that.”
The man cast one last glance over the other three travelers, who were all staring at Maklavir in amazement. “And these others, sir…?”
“My companions,” Maklavir replied stiffly. “Or did you expect me to wander these bandit-infested woods alone?”
The man took a deep breath. “No sir, of course not.” He gave the group one last hard look, especially Kendril, then gave a resigned wave of his hand. “Please enjoy your stay here, ambassador.”
“I will,” responded Maklavir cheerfully. He gave his horse a kick, and they were soon trotting through the gate into the city.
His friends quickly followed, glancing behind them as they went. The guards settled back into position, giving them no further notice. 
“That was a nice trick,” said Kara in a low voice as they passed into the central street.
Maklavir gave a quick smile. “Ambassadors and diplomats are often allowed certain…privileges…that others are not.”
“Even when they’ve been thrown out of the royal court?” Kendril asked, his voice thick with sarcasm.
Maklavir shrugged good-naturedly. “As long as they keep their official papers with them, and no one examines them too carefully,” he explained with a grin.
As they passed through the arch of the southern gate, the street before them blossomed out, forming a wide thoroughfare that wound its way into the heart of the city. 
The travelers glanced at the narrow homes and shops on both sides of them as they trundled along. The snow here had been shoveled off to both sides of the road, leaving a slushy, muddy mess in the middle. 
Maklavir glanced distastefully at the morass, making sure his purple cape was well out of splatter range.
Kara stopped her pony abruptly. She pointed up ahead. “Look.”
A glowing sphere stood off to the side of the rood, set upon an intricately carved iron pole. The white light that emanated from it filled the street ahead of them with a ghostly glow, lighting the merchants and travelers that filled the road. Wisps of steam curled up from the end of the pole, caressing the globe briefly before vanishing into the cold air.
“Glow-globes,” said Maklavir with great satisfaction. “Look, they go all down the street.”
The travelers all craned their necks, staring down the wide avenue before them. Shining spheres sparkled down the entire path, reflecting off the piles of snow and sparkling off myriads of icicles that jutted off the edges of the townhomes crammed next to each other.
“The bathhouse is up there,” Maklavir said, pointing up the street. A column of steam was just visible, rising from an imposing marble edifice that dwarfed the buildings around it. “The Library is off to the left there. You can’t see it from here. The Merchant Quarter and Central Plaza are just up ahead.”
“What about the Ice Gardens?” Kara asked, her voice containing a growing edge of excitement. “Where are they?”
“Past the Cathedral,” said Maklavir, gesturing once more down the main street. “We must definitely see them, if it all possible. Especially at night. The sculptures are absolutely gorgeous by glow-globe light.”
“Perhaps we could see them together,” Joseph said to Kara in a low voice. “I mean, just so you don’t have to—”
Kara turned her head slightly and smiled sweetly beneath her raised hood.
“Let’s not forget why we’re here,” said Kendril abruptly. “This isn’t a sightseeing trip.”
“Maybe not for you,” said Maklavir under his breath.
The street ahead of them began to fill even more as they traveled farther. From the sides of the road merchants and traders of all kinds shouted out to the passer-bys, displaying their wares under colorful awnings. The smell of roasted nuts, fried pastries, and cooked sausage greeted them as they rode between the middle of the merchant tents. 
To one side a small crowd gathered around a man who had a performing bear on a leash. Kara leaned over, anxious to catch a glimpse. On the other side, a lively tune came from a small street band. In between everything children of various ages ran to and fro, laughing and shouting as they went.
“Everyone watch your money-purse,” Kendril said with a suspicious glance at the youngsters.
“Oh, try to lighten up, Kendril,” said Maklavir, his face beaming as he rode. “I’ve always said Vorten is best experienced after nightfall. The glow-globes make the city come alive.” 
Kendril grunted, but gave no response. His eyes rested on a tavern along the side of the street. Music and laughter spilled out from within, the light shining out of the windows onto the piles of snow under the window.
“That’s the third one we’ve passed,” he said. “Galla could be staying in any one of them.”
“There must be dozens of good inns throughout Vorten,” said Maklavir, raising his cap at a particularly attractive woman manning one of the merchant booths. “I imagine you’ll be hard-pressed to find the right one.”
Kendril slowed, glancing back behind him. “Maybe. But if he came from the south like us, he’d probably stay someplace nearby. Unless he had business somewhere else in the city.” He glanced over at Simon, who was whuffling thirstily in the direction of a cauldron of steaming apple cider. “Don’t even think about it,” he growled at the mule.
Joseph shook himself away from an organ-grinder and his dancing monkey. “Good place to start as any, I suppose,” he said. 
Maklavir stopped as well, giving Veritas a pat. “Surely you can’t mean to start tromping all around now? We haven’t even seen the Central Plaza yet.”
“What’s in the Central Plaza?” asked Kara, her eyes wide.
“Only the finest collection of shops and merchandise in southern Valmingaard,” said the diplomat with more than hint of pride in his voice. He gestured to the merchant tents lining the street on either side. “If you think these wares are interesting, you haven’t seen anything until you’ve been to the Central Plaza. There are bakeries, toy stores, weapon shops, clockwork marvels, and some very fine clothing stores.” He gave a sad glance at his cape, still tattered and dirty from their underground adventure. “I for one wouldn’t mind getting some decent attire while we’re here.”
“We’re not here to shop, either,” said Kendril sharply. He pulled Simon’s head away from some powdered pastries the beast was lunging for. “Let’s split up and start searching the inns. Hopefully we’ll find some trace of Galla.”
“I’ll go with Kara,” said Joseph quickly. “We can start further up the street there.”
“Search the inns?” Maklavir cried indignantly. “But we haven’t even had any flenshi buns yet. Vorten is famous for them. Especially the custard-filled ones. I think I see some right up—”
“We can try all the pastries later,” Kendril said irritably. “Right now we search the inns. Maklavir, you’re with me.”
“Oh, goody,” the diplomat said with a roll of his eyes. “Man-hunting in the City of Light. This promises to be a simply enchanting evening.”
“Head up to the end of this street and work your way back,” Kendril said to Joseph. “We’ll meet you in the Central Plaza in an hour or so. If you find Galla, one of you stay and watch him. The other come find me.”
Joseph nodded. “Alright.”
Kendril moved off across the muddy street with Simon, followed a moment later by a very reluctant Maklavir.
“Too bad,” said Kara, looking wistfully up the street. “I would have liked to have tried a flenshi bun.”
Joseph looked over at the young woman, her face pale in the light of the glow-globe lamp. He glanced over in the direction Kendril and Maklavir had taken. The two had already disappeared from sight.
“Well,” he said as he scratched his beard, “I suppose we’d have to go through the Central Plaza anyway. There’s nothing that says we couldn’t stop a bit and look around.”
Kara looked over at him. “Just for a minute or two,” she said with a smile.
Joseph nodded, feeling a warm glow in his heart. “Just a minute or two,” he repeated.
 
Galla glanced at the wall clock in the inn for the hundredth time, his hands clasped nervously on the table before him. The beer mug beside him was practically untouched.
The woman should have been here by now. It was well past the time they had agreed on, and still there was no sign of her. 
Galla craned his neck to catch another glimpse of the inn’s front door, hoping to prove himself wrong. 
Still nothing.
What could have happened? Had the woman reneged on their deal? Perhaps she had not been able to get the money she needed?
Whatever the reason, Galla was getting more and more nervous. He did not like this, not one little bit. Something here was terribly wrong.
Throwing a few coppers on the table for the drink, Galla got to his feet, looked anxiously around him one last time, then threaded his way through the bustling tables of beer, food, and laughter towards the stairs.
As crowded as the common room was, no one noticed him leave.
And no one noticed the cloaked figure that followed him.
 
“Really, Kendril,” said Maklavir, “this is getting rather dreary, don’t you agree? I mean, shouldn’t we be finding rooms for ourselves? These inns will start filling up, you know—”
Kendril tugged harder on Simon’s bridle, leading the stubborn beast through the slush before them. He glanced down the side street they were on, his breath steaming into white vapor. 
“There,” he said, nodding at a small inn tucked away on the side of the street. “The Bronze Kettle. We’ll try there next.”
Maklavir turned around in his saddle, trying to catch a glimpse of the main street through the twisting alleys behind them. “A bit out of the way, don’t you think? I mean, wouldn’t Galla have checked into one of the larger inns by the southern gate?”
“Maybe,” said Kendril as he sloshed his way across the nearly empty street. “Unless he’s trying to keep a low profile, like he did back in Stefgarten.”
Maklavir continued to look back, catching the last few whiffs of roasted nuts and smoked sausage from behind them. “All I’m saying, Kendril, is that it’s starting to get late. This makes, what, the fifth inn we’ve been too? Perhaps we could actually take a break and get something to eat here. I don’t know about you, but I’m famished.”
Kendril handed Simon’s bridle over to a shivering boy standing outside the inn, then tossed him a copper. “Be back in a minute,” he explained tersely.
The boy stared at him. “You’re not staying, sir? The Bronze Kettle has a fine stable out ba—”
“One minute,” Kendril repeated, stomping the snow off his boots as he stepped up to the inn’s door. 
“Don’t mind him,” Maklavir told the lad with a wink. “Woke up on the wrong side of the campfire this morning.” He dismounted, handed the boy the reins to Veritas, then followed Kendril into the noisy inn.
As soon as he was inside, Kendril tromped up to the front counter, his eyes scanning the common room carefully. 
Maklavir ambled along behind him, wearing a mask of resigned patience on his face. 
The tables around them were crowded with laughing and jeering guests. Bread, stew, and beer were flowing freely. No one even turned to look as they came inside.
“What can I get you?” The innkeeper asked, topping off a mug of ale.
“We’re looking for a Baderan,” Kendril responded, keeping his voice low. “A priest. Greased-back hair, lots of rings. Seen him?”
The innkeeper straightened. He pushed the filled mug to a nearby barmaid, who took it off into the sea of customers. “Who’s asking?”
Kendril tilted his head back ever so slightly, a dangerous gleam suddenly appearing in his eyes. 
Maklavir switched his attention from the nearest plate of stew to the innkeeper, suddenly interested.
“Some old friends,” the Ghostwalker said vaguely. He tossed a couple of coins on the counter. “Know where he is?”
The coins were hardly on the bar’s surface before the innkeeper snatched them up. “Yeah,” he said after a moment, “I know the guy you’re after. He checked in here a while back. Top floor, third door on the left.” He nodded with his head toward the stairs.
“I see,” Kendril said, his gaze wandering over to the stairs. “He up there now?”
The innkeeper shrugged. “Could be. Don’t rightly know. I didn’t see whether he came in or out.”
Kendril nodded slowly, and stepped back from the counter. “Thanks,” he said.
The innkeeper went back to his work, shouting out another order at one of the barmaids. 
Maklavir stepped up beside his companion. “We should find Joseph and Kara,” he whispered. “We might—”
“I’m not waiting that long,” Kendril hissed. “Watch the front door.” He pushed his way around a chair and made for the stairs.
Maklavir stepped behind him, casting a nervous glance at the busy tables around them. “You’re not going to kill him?”
“No,” said Kendril with a crooked smile. “Just have a little chat, that’s all.” He started up the stairs. His hand reached underneath the folds of his cloak as soon as they were out of sight of the common room below.
“Yes,” Maklavir stated dryly, “I’ve seen how your little ‘chats’ go.”
“I don’t have any idea what you mean.” Kendril pulled out a flintlock pistol and readied the hammer with a soft click. “I suppose you’re coming too?”
They stepped up into a long hallway. It was dark and empty save for the two of them.
“Only to prevent you from doing something that will get us killed or arrested by the local constabulatory.” Maklavir sniffed. One hand moved to the hilt of his sword. “Call it pure self-interest.”
“Keep your voice down,” Kendril warned. He moved along the side of the passageway, his pistol held at the ready. He stopped alongside the door to Galla’s room, and motioned Maklavir to the other side. 
With a noiseless sigh, the diplomat complied, his hand still on his weapon.
Kendril reached out a hand to the door, then stopped. 
From within the room came a muffled crash, then a thump as something hit the floor. 
Maklavir gave his companion a puzzled glance, but Kendril didn’t return the gaze.
And then, from the other side of the door, they heard Galla’s voice, filled with more terror than they had ever heard before.
“Take it, just take it!” the Baderan was saying, his voice muted through the heavy door. “It’s yours! All I wanted was the money. Great Eru, don’t—”
There was a sudden, hideous screech that sounded loud and clear even through the closed door. 
Maklavir wilted back, his face blanching white. 
Kendril took a step back, then kicked the door hard. 
With a crack it flung inwards, followed a moment later by the Ghostwalker, his pistol leveled. 
Maklavir, against his better judgment, turned to look inside the room as well.
What they saw made both of them stop cold in their tracks. 
Galla was lying on the floor of the small room, his sightless eyes staring past the small bed that was fixed against the right wall. A slow but steady stain of blood was seeping out from underneath him, covering the wooden floorboards beneath. 
Standing over him was a figure cloaked in black. It turned as Kendril entered, the sputtering light of a nearby lantern briefly illuminating its face. 
Maklavir gasped, his eyes wide. 
Kendril took an involuntary step back, his pistol trained on the new threat.
It was a woman, young and beautiful, at least what they could see of her. A white mask covered exactly half her face, starting from her forehead and ending at her chin. She stared at them coldly through brown eyes, without the faintest trace of surprise or fear.
In one hand, the blade glinting dully in the lamplight, she held a long curved knife, the end crimson with blood.
And in the other, dangling from its golden chain, was the blood-red jewel that Galla had stolen.
Kendril leveled the pistol at the woman’s face. He looked down at Galla’s body, then back at the assassin. 
“Don’t—” he started to say.
With a speed that surprised both men, the woman suddenly sprang back. She hit the floor for a brief moment before she twisted through space and propelled her body backwards. 
Straight through the glass of the bedroom window.
 



Chapter 10
 
The glass shattered outwards with a roar of cracks and tinkles. A few stray fragments pattered down onto the wooden floorboards. 
The assassin was gone before either man could react.
“Great Eru,” sputtered Maklavir. 
Kendril dashed through the blood and glass-strewn floor, his pistol still in his hand. He looked quickly out the broken window.
There, not more than fifteen feet away, was the woman in black. Amazingly, she had landed on her feet. Even more amazingly, she had landed on the slanted roof of the building across the narrow alley from where they stood. 
As the Ghostwalker watched in disbelief, she was already halfway up the snow-covered roof, dashing for the other side in a mad zigzag. 
Maklavir skipped around the pool of blood on the ground. He stared over Kendril’s shoulder. “Tuldor’s beard! How did she—?”
Maklavir’s words were drowned out by the roar of Kendril’s pistol. 
A tuft of snow erupted into the air by the escaping assassin’s feet, but with a nimble dodge she leapt aside, then scrambled dexterously over onto the other side of the roof and out of sight.
Kendril cursed and holstered the smoking weapon. He leaned forward and grabbed the sides of the window with his gloved hands. “Get Joseph and Kara, now!” he shouted back at the hapless diplomat.
“What? Aren’t you--?”
Putting one foot on the window sill, Kendril jumped.
For one sickening moment he was hurtling through empty space, the frozen cobblestones of the alley thirty feet below him. 
The next he crashed onto the snow-covered roof on the other side of the narrow gap.
The spark of relief at his safe landing lasted only a fraction of a moment. He began slipping back, his boots scrabbling for purchase on the slippery roof.
Desperate, he punched out his hands into the crisp snow, trying with any means at his disposal to stop his fall.
He slid slowly to a stop, his left foot kicking the gutter at the edge of the roof. Taking a deep breath, he pulled himself carefully up through the slick snow, trying to get some kind of solid purchase with his feet.
“You are completely insane, do you know that?” Maklavir’s voice came from the open window just behind Kendril, echoing in the space between the two buildings.
“Just find Joseph and Kara,” Kendril spat out between breaths. He clambered up the roof, slipping and sliding as he crawled on all fours. “I’ll catch up.”
He reached the summit of the roof and looked down the other side. 
There, at the bottom edge of the long snow-covered slope, was the black-clad shape of the assassin. Even from this distance Kendril could see the dull sparkle of the necklace with the red stone hanging from her belt. As he watched in dumbfounded amazement, she sprang lightly across another gap between two buildings, and landed easily on the icy roof on the other side. 
In seconds, she had vanished out of sight behind a solid brick chimney.
“Oh, yeah,” said Kendril under his breath. “This is going to be fun.”
He grabbed the top of the roof and pulled himself up.
 
“This isn’t bad,” said Joseph judiciously. He took another sip of the apple cider, mulling it on his tongue. “We had better in Kendrake, though.”
Kara wiped some custard off her chin and looked over at her friend. “When you were at seminary?”
Joseph nodded, and reached for some flenshi himself. “Yeah. Non-alcoholic, of course. Students weren’t allowed to drink.”
Kara sat back on the bench and glanced over again at the spacious Central Plaza.
On all sides were narrow shops and stores of every description, jammed in tightly one next to another. A large fountain, the water turned off for the winter, stood in the middle of the plaza, directly behind where they were sitting. Over their left shoulders was the massive shape of the Vorten Cathedral, dominating the northeastern side of the plaza.
“So,” said the redhead slowly, toying innocently with her pastry for a moment, “you never had any alcohol when you were at seminary?”
Joseph laughed, brushing a couple crumbs out of his beard. “I didn’t say that. Just that it wasn’t allowed.”
“Did you like being there?” Kara asked. She finished off the last bit of her flenshi bun.
Joseph nodded. He cupped the apple cider in his hands. “Some of the professors there were amazing. One had the entire Blessed Scriptures memorized.”
Kara raised her eyebrows. “All of it?”
Joseph rubbed his thumb along the rim of his cup. “Well, it seemed like it, anyway.”
The young woman turned her head, looking out over the expanse of the Central Plaza. Despite how late it was many people were still out, walking and laughing amidst the glimmering light of the glow-globes, sipping cider and eating roasted chestnuts.
“I’ve never seen a city so alive at night,” said Joseph as he watched Kara’s gaze. “Maklavir wasn’t kidding when he called it the City of Light.”
Kara looked back over at Joseph, scrutinizing his face for a moment. “Why did you leave?”
“Leave what?”
“Seminary.” Kara glanced back at the cathedral behind them, partially lit by the nearby glow-globes. “I still see you reading your Scriptures and praying every morning. Why didn’t you become a priest?”
Joseph shifted on the bench, contemplating his cider. “It’s…complicated.”
Kara gave a small laugh. “I thought Kendril was the complicated one. You don’t have a dark secret in your past too, do you?”
Joseph leaned back, rubbing the palm of his free hand on his trouser leg. “No, I…” he paused, choosing his words carefully. “It just wasn’t for me.”
The redhead nodded, and looked out again at the people in the plaza. 
A young couple walked by, holding hands and giggling as they whispered into each other’s ears.
“They look so happy,” Kara said, a sudden note of sadness in her voice.
They were silent for another minute or so. 
Joseph put his cider cup down, almost empty. He cleared his throat. “Look, Kara…”
The young woman looked over at him, tilting her head expectantly.
“I just…” Joseph took a breath, rubbing his hands again on his trousers. “I wanted to say…to tell you…that—”
“Is that Maklavir?” Kara lifted her head, peering curiously across the plaza.
“What?” His train of thought broken, Joseph looked over as well.
Maklavir was riding hard through the snow-covered plaza, galloping past startled merchants and strollers. He reined Veritas to a halt just in front of the bench. 
Joseph and Kara both leapt to their feet.
“Galla’s dead,” the diplomat proclaimed unceremoniously.
Joseph felt his stomach sink. “Kendril?”
Maklavir tipped his hat at two nearby startled women. “For once, no. Someone else beat him to it. Kendril’s chasing after the killer right now.”
Joseph instinctively put a hand to his rapier. “Which way did they go?”
Maklavir looked up an over his shoulder at the far edge of the plaza. “Last I saw, over that way, across the rooftops.”
The pathfinder started to take a step forward, then stopped.
“Rooftops?”
 
The view would probably have been quite lovely, if Kendril had actually had time to admire it. The Vorten Cathedral hung stark and black against the cold stars to his right, and to his far left was the massive roof of the Great Library, the carved gargoyles lining its top visible even from here. In front of him stretched an uneven landscape of snow-covered rooftops and chimneys, pale and still under the frigid night sky.
If Kendril hadn’t been facing the constant threat of slipping, falling, breaking through the roof, or just shattering his legs, it might actually have been pleasant. 
He skidded down the side of one roof with a strangled curse, trying his best to keep his balance. A solid stone chimney raced up to meet him, and he grabbed it with his free hand, abruptly stopping his slide. 
He paused for a moment, wiping the cold sweat from his forehead with his sleeve as he inspected the rooftops around him.
There was no sign of the assassin. He had caught only fleeting glimpses during the pursuit (if one could even call it that) across the rooftops. She was fast, and agile, more than Kendril had believed physically possible. He couldn’t remember seeing the killer slip once, while his own trousers were already cold and wet from the snow and ice, his arms and legs bruised from countless falls.
Now he couldn’t see her at all. 
Kendril grunted, and stepped carefully around the chimney. 
The roof sloped down here to a relatively flat section, then sloped back up again on the opposite side. Two large chimneys stood in his path, their great bulk blocking the view of the stars behind them. 
Kendril began a controlled slide, half skating down the last few feet of treacherous surface. 
Just as he was nearing the end of the sloping roof, he heard a barely audible click.
Years of honed reflexes saved his life. Kendril instantly threw himself to one side, glimpsing a flash of something metallic hurtling through the space where his head had been. 
It was instantly followed by a low thunk and a spurt of sparks from the chimney behind him.
Kendril came up with his pistol ready. He blasted off a hasty shot at the fleeting black shape in front of him. 
The bullet went wild and drilled harmlessly into the sloping roof on the opposite side. 
Kendril lurched to his feet and reached for his sword. 
The assassin swung around, and caught him neatly in the mid-section with a well-placed kick. 
Kendril’s back crashed hard against the chimney. Snow and ice tumbled off the brick sides.
The assassin moved with terrible speed and came in again. The starlight glinted briefly off a short blade in her hand. 
Kendril dodged back and around, using the solid stonework of the chimney as partial cover as he yanked his short sword free. 
Unperturbed by his defensive maneuver, the female assassin cut in low with her long knife, aiming for his abdomen.
Steel rang out on steel as Kendril parried the blow. He slashed out a wild riposte as he struggled to keep from sliding on his uncertain footing. 
With a grunt, the woman ducked back around the other side of the chimney, moving surely and quickly over the angled roof.
Kendril made a controlled skid back down the roof, catching up to the assassin just as she leapt onto the flat area below. 
She whirled. A long brown ponytail lashed out from under her raised hood. 
Kendril planted one foot, testing the slick ice underneath. He swore he could see a smile on the woman’s face. At least, the half of her face he could see.
For one long moment they stood facing each other, mere feet apart, their breath wafting out long and white in front of them. 
The assassin stared steadily at Kendril, as if daring him to attack.
Shaking off the sudden feeling of doubt that assailed him, Kendril bounded forward.
The killer took a step back, and flung something onto the ground in the Ghostwalker’s path. 
There were two sharp bangs and flashes of light, followed by a choking cloud of oily smoke. 
Kendril blinked and hesitated for a moment, his view of the target totally lost. He lashed out twice with his short sword into the pall of smoke in front of him, but met nothing but air. 
In another few seconds the cloud began to dissipate. 
Kendril took a step back, his sword at the ready. 
He was just in time to see the dark shape of the assassin disappear over the low edge of the sloping roof.
Cursing under his breath, Kendril started forward again.
 
“We could be in trouble when they find the body, Joseph. Kendril was asking the innkeeper about Galla. The authorities are sure to suspect something.”
The pathfinder listened with half an ear, scanning the rooftops above them as they rode down the winding street. “Yes, but we’re new in town. Hopefully they won’t be able to identify you or Kendril.”
Kara gripped her pony tightly with her legs and drew her longbow from the pack on her mount’s back. “You say the killer was a woman?”
Maklavir nodded, glancing up at the jutting rooftops himself. “I’ve never seen anything like it. She jumped backwards through a glass window and landed on her feet on the opposite roof. I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen it myself.”
Joseph stopped at a small intersection. A lone glow-globe lit the dark street. 
“That way,” Maklavir said, pointing down the street to the right. “Last I saw of Kendril he was sliding over rooftops in that direction.” He nodded his head the other way. “The inn is just down the street over there.”
Joseph turned back to the diplomat. “Get back there and get Simon. Then meet us back in the Central Plaza.”
Maklavir nodded. “You’re going after Kendril?”
Joseph turned his horse around, tugging at the handkerchief around his neck. “Sounds like he could use some help.”
Kara peered down the street. “Especially up there. Those rooftops have to be covered with more than a foot of snow.”
“Yes, well knowing Kendril,” said Maklavir as he turned, “I imagine he has the situation under control.”
 
For the hundredth time, Kendril found himself wishing he had his long rifle.
He got occasional glimpses of the assassin ahead of him, racing and dancing over the icy rooftops of Vorten as if it had been a summer field. She was fast and skilled beyond anything that Kendril had ever seen. It was amazing to watch her. She was almost like a dancer in her movements, stepping lightly over snow and shingles as if she had been doing it all her life. 
Kendril, on the other hand, wasn’t faring so well. 
His ribs, elbows and legs burned from countless falls on the rooftops. Twice he had almost fallen off, and once his leg had actually broken through a thin section of the roof, until he had managed to wrench it out again. If he had had his long rifle, he could have at least taken a shot at the fleeing assassin by now, but as it was he knew his pistols would never stand a chance of hitting her at the distance they were from each other. 
The worst part of it, he knew, was that she was going to get away. It was just a matter of time. It was taking every ounce of effort on his part just to keep up with her, and she was slowly gaining ground on him.
Kendril knew he had to do something fast. He just didn’t know what it was. 
He was halfway up the side of a roof when his leg shot out from under him and sent him sliding back down. 
He threw out his arms, grabbing futilely at the snow around him for purchase. With a sinking feeling, he felt his legs go off the edge of the roof into space. The next stop, he knew, was the street twenty feet below. 
Kendril thrashed out with his hands and grabbed hold of the frozen gutter. 
His whole body lurched over the side and came to an abrupt halt in mid-air. 
The metal gutter screamed under his weight. Icicles scattered off towards the street down below. 
He made one grab for the rooftop again, and missed miserably. 
The gutter continued to groan, giving a sharp squealing sound. It didn’t take a genius to tell that it wouldn’t hold for long.  
He glanced over his shoulder quickly at the street below him. 
It was a twisty side street, covered with snow like the rest of Vorten. A few modest houses lined the street on either side. 
Two men were staring up at him from across the way, their mouths hanging open. 
Grimacing, Kendril turned back to the roof. The gutter continued to give a metallic wail, bending a little as it did. 
He could try to drop to the street below. Assuming he didn’t break a leg, he could still try to cut off the assassin, track her from the ground. 
The problem, of course, was that every second he delayed, the assassin got one more step ahead of him. 
Gritting his teeth, and shaking his head again to get the snow out of his eyes, he glanced down again, then over to his right. 
The end of the roof ran within an arm’s length of the next building. There, encrusted with ice and filth, was another metal gutter, leading up the side of the wooden wall. 
The gutter Kendril was holding on to continued to groan. A bracket tore off to his left and fell down towards the street below. 
Kendril began to swing his body, moving his hands down the length of the gutter. 
It was a long shot, he knew, but it was the only one he had. 
 
It was hard work to get the horses to go fast through the snow, especially while trying to watch the rooftops at the same time. Joseph found himself hissing out a few choice phrases that would have shocked his old professors back in Kendrake. 
Behind him Kara rode on her pony, her bow out and her eyes scanning the rooftops as well.
It was almost impossible, like searching for a needle in a haystack. Their view from the street was limited at best. Joseph didn’t even know if they were going in the right direction. 
The few pedestrians they passed stared at them in surprise, probably wondering where anyone was going at a full gallop this time at night. 
Joseph found himself cursing again.
“There!” Kara’s voice shot out through the cold night air. 
Joseph whirled around, and brought his horse to a stop. 
Kara’s arm pointed up and to the right, towards the rooftops above. 
Joseph swung his head around in the direction she was pointing.
He saw it briefly, a black figure against the dark sky. It dropped out of view just as he turned, its cloak flapping as it leapt down. 
It had been too brief to tell if it had been Kendril, or the supposed assassin he was pursuing.
Either way, though, it was a step in the right direction.
“Good eyes,” he called back to Kara. He glanced quickly up the street. 
There was an alleyway off to the left. It looked as if it might just cut through to where they needed to go. 
“Come on!” he said as he kicked his horse forward.
Swinging her pony around, Kara followed. 
 
She paused briefly by a snow-covered chimney, glancing behind her. Her breath misted white in the chill air, drifting slowly away like a fog. 
The Ghostwalker, whoever he had been, was gone. Not that she was surprised. He had been as clumsy as a lame deer. It was amazing he had made it as far as he had. Most likely he had fallen to his death. 
Of course, the fact that a Ghostwalker was in Vorten at all was bad. The fact that he had caught her by surprise was even worse. How many others were there with him?
And more importantly, how much did they know?
She was already moving, prancing down the last snow-covered rooftop. She neared the edge, and fell to her knees as she glanced over the side. 
A small city square lay below her, no more than fifty yards across. Several glow-globes stood around the perimeter, causing the snow to glisten white on the cobblestones in their light. At this time of night the square was deserted.
Deserted, that is, except for a black carriage parked on the far side. Black drapes hung over each of the doors, blocking whatever crest or symbol was painted on the side. 
The assassin gave a half-smile, then jumped. 
She turned once in the air before landing in the snow below, her black cloak billowing out behind her like wings. She paused only a moment after her landing, adjusting her half mask casually with one hand. 
Then she rose to her feet, moving swiftly through the snow towards the carriage. 
She was halfway there when she heard the sound of hoofs from her right, muffled in the snow. 
She whirled around and reached a hand towards her belt. 
A horse and a pony careened into the square and pulled up to a panting halt. The riders, a bearded man and a red-haired woman carrying a bow, stared down at her for a moment in surprise. 
The man reached for the handle of his rapier. 
The red-haired woman went for an arrow at same moment. 
They were both too slow. 
In a fraction of a second the assassin transferred the throwing blades that were stored in her belt to her hands, then flicked both wrists forward.
Without looking to see what the result was, she dashed towards the carriage. 
 
Joseph had his sword half-drawn when he saw the dull flash of the blades coming towards him, spinning through the air like deadly silver hornets. 
He shouted out a warning to Kara as he lurched back on his horse, causing his mount to kick up its front legs. 
He felt at least two or three of the small projectiles hit the front of his poor beast, which screamed in pain and terror. Joseph tried desperately to disentangle his legs from the stirrups as the beast fell to the side, its body thrashing as it did. 
Joseph tensed his body, feeling his leg pull free at the last possible moment.
He rolled off through the snow, one hand still on his rapier. 
His horse turned over completely, its legs kicking in the air as blood gushed from its neck. 
Joseph dove off to one side, narrowly avoiding the crashing bulk of the wounded animal. He got to one knee, and ripped the rapier free from its scabbard. 
The black-clad assassin was almost to the carriage, moving swiftly across the square. 
Joseph started forward when he saw Kara’s pony out of the corner of his eye, galloping back towards the street they had come from. 
Feeling a sudden catch in his throat, he glanced behind him. 
Kara lay in the snow on her back, struggling to get back up to a sitting position. Her right hand had dropped her bow, and was clutching at her left arm. 
“Kara!” Joseph shouted, feeling his grip loosen on the rapier.
Her hand closed on the small metal blade sticking out of her arm. “I’m all right!” she gasped. With one quick jerk she pulled the blade out. She flung the blood-stained object into the snow and clamped her free hand down over the wound. “Quickly, Joseph!”
The scout turned, his feet flying over the snow-covered cobblestones of the square. He felt a sudden fury rise up inside of him, the anger swelling with each pounding step he took. 
The black-clad assassin already had the door to the carriage half-open. Her head snapped back momentarily towards Joseph. 
He caught a brief glimpse of the white mask covering half her face, making her look like some kind of unearthly demon. In the same moment he saw the driver on top of the carriage pull out a short-barreled blunderbuss from behind the seat, cocking back the lock and bringing it to his shoulder. 
Joseph bent down as he ran, drawing the double-bladed knife he always kept tucked into his boot. As he straightened up he sent the blade flying forwards. 
The metal flashed in the white light of the glow-globes.
The driver of the carriage lurched back and shouted in pain. He pitched the blunderbuss up into the air. 
The weapon discharged, blasting out with a roar of light and flame that lit the whole street for a brief instant. 
A window in the building behind the carriage shattered completely. Parts of the nearby wall smoked where shot tore into it. 
Joseph kept running. He moved his rapier up into attack position. 
The driver of the carriage let out a string of obscenities. He yanked the throwing knife from his shoulder and hurled it aside. 
The woman leapt towards Joseph’s right. She drew a thin, cruelly curved long knife out in each of her hands. The half of her face that was visible stared at Joseph expressionlessly. Her two long knives twirled. 
Against his better judgment, Joseph risked a glance back at Kara. 
The red-headed thief was sitting up in the snow, trying unsuccessfully to notch an arrow to her bow with her wounded arm. She saw him looking back at her, and her face blanched with concern. 
“Joseph!”
He whirled back to his front, and cursed himself for his momentary distraction. His head had only been turned for a fraction of a second. 
Only a fraction of a second, and the assassin had already crossed the distance between them. 
Her blades slashed towards his chest and stomach. 
Surprised by the rapidity of her attack, Joseph reeled back. He blocked two of her blows in quick succession with his rapier. 
She ducked effortlessly under his riposte, snaking aside with amazing agility. 
Joseph dodged back another step to avoid the tip of one of her knives, and almost lost his footing on the slick cobblestones. 
The assassin spun around, her brown ponytail flying through the air. She bent close to the snow-covered ground, and lashed out a leg. 
Joseph couldn’t move fast enough to avoid the attack. 
It smashed into his knees, and sent him toppling him down into the snow. His rapier went flying and fell almost an arm’s length away. 
The assassin was already back on her feet, using the momentum of her spin to straighten herself out again. She came in fast, giving her knives another twirl.
Even as he watched his own death approach, Joseph found himself stupidly amazed. This assassin fought and moved like no one he had ever seen before. Her movements were planned, exact, yet fluid and graceful like a dancer’s. 
She was better than him, better even than Kendril. 
He reached for the rapier, already knowing he would never get to it in time. 
The assassin slid in and kicked the blade well out of his reach. She skipped back, and brought one of her long knives down for the killing blow. 
Joseph could only watch. 
A sharp crack filled the air, and simultaneously a tuft of snow exploded next to the assassin’s leg. 
Her head jerked up, and stared at the rooftops behind them. 
Joseph thought he saw the briefest trace of a mocking smile on her half face, then she jumped back towards the carriage. 
Joseph dove through the snow and grabbed for the hilt of his rapier. He risked a look up at the rooftops behind him. 
There, standing right on the edge with a smoking pistol in one hand, was Kendril. 
 
The next time he went for a rooftop chase, Kendril decided, he was definitely bringing the rifle. 
His pistols were finely crafted dueling firearms, but even they couldn’t hope to be very accurate at sniping range. The hurried shot he had taken at the assassin below had been designed more to distract and scare her than actually harm her. 
Actually, he had been impressed that the bullet had landed as close to her as it had. 
Joseph, for the time being, was safe. 
Galla’s killer, however, was getting away.
The assassin throw open the door to the black carriage. She shouted up at the driver and dove inside. 
Still holding his wounded arm, the man on top of the carriage gave the reins a quick lash. 
The horses jolted forward. The carriage began to move, heading towards the street at the northern end of the square.
Kendril didn’t think. He didn’t have time to. Joseph and Kara were both down and off their mounts. If the carriage made it out of the square, Kendril knew, they would lose the assassin for good. 
Turning to his left, the Ghostwalker started bolting across the edge of the icicle-encrusted roof. He glanced down at the speeding carriage below him. 
Windows were beginning to open up around the square, and a few heads poked out to investigate the sounds of fighting. 
Kendril paid them no heed. 
He reached the end of the roof, and glimpsed another about ten feet below him. 
The carriage rattled forward on his right. It was almost to the side street.
Kendril leaped, praying to Eru in one quick breath that he wouldn’t simply go straight through the roof below him. 
His feet smashed into the wooden shingles. Clumps of snow and ice erupted from the impact. The noise seemed almost as loud as a gunshot, and echoed across the square.
The roof, however, held under his weight. 
He scrambled to his feet, dashing across the lower roof towards its edge. 
The carriage was already rumbling by, the horses pulling it faster than Kendril could ever hope to run. 
He only had one chance, one brief moment of intersection before the carriage was gone for good. 
Kendril ran to the edge of the roof. 
The carriage passed by below him. Its top was only a few feet below where he stood. 
Without slowing, he reached the end of the roof.
Then he jumped.
His feet struck the top of the carriage squarely in the center, and tore through the firm layer of fabric that covered the top. 
Kendril tumbled down inside, and smashed into one of the seats as he fell. 
He instantly launched himself forward, grabbing at the woman next to him.
If Kendril’s entrance into the carriage had surprised the assassin at all, she certainly didn’t show it. 
She reacted immediately, blocking his awkward blow and leaning back on the seat to kick him. 
Kendril pressed his back against the forward seat and tried to press her as far back as he could. 
He didn’t even try to draw one of his swords. Being in the back of the carriage was like fighting in a closet. There was hardly room to breathe, much less swing a weapon.
He dodged a strike from one of her elbows, and struck out with a fist that met nothing but cushioned seat. 
The assassin wormed away, then kneed him in the side as she reached for a dagger on her belt. 
Kendril gasped in pain and twisted to one side himself as he snatched at her arm, trying to keep her from drawing the weapon. 
The carriage hit a rut in the road and threw both of the grappling passengers hard into the side door. 
Kendril kept his grip tight on the woman’s arm all the while, struggling against her as she tried to pull her knife free. His free hand grabbed the belt around her waist for one moment. 
And then, before Kendril even knew what was happening, she ducked down, snapped expertly to the side, and kicked him hard with both her legs. 
He felt his back hit the carriage door.
With one hit too many, the door cracked open and Kendril went flying out into the street.
The snow cushioned his fall, but he still hit hard, rolling until he collided with the wall of a building. 
He tottered to his feet and reached for a pistol, but it was already too late. 
The carriage disappeared around a bend and was gone. 
Kendril wiped the wet snow from his face, and used the moment to catch his breath. He rubbed his side where he had been kicked, staring down the darkened street in the direction the carriage had gone.
“Kendril! Are you alright?” Joseph came pounding up behind him, his rapier back in his hand.
He nodded. “Fine. Nothing hurt but my pride.” He turned his head back towards his friend. “How’s Kara?”
“She took a throwing blade in the arm. It doesn’t look too serious. She’s collecting the horses right now.”
“Good,” said Kendril. He started back down the street, shaking flakes of snow off his arm. “Time for us to get out of here before we draw any more attention. We have work to do.”
Joseph arched an eyebrow as he returned his rapier to its sheath. “Work? I don’t see what there is we can do. Galla is dead, and we’ve just lost his killer.” He shuddered briefly against the cold. “Seems like a dead end to me.”
“Not quite.” Kendril stopped and held out a gloved fist. He relaxed his fingers, and the pendant with the dark red jewel fell out, dangling in his grip. 
The Ghostwalker gave a triumphant smile. “We have this.”
 
 



Chapter 11
 
“Stop squirming.” Joseph dabbed lightly at the wound with the wet cloth, squinting to see in the light of the fireplace.
“It hurts,” Kara replied.
“It’s supposed to hurt.” Joseph leaned back, and dropped the cloth back onto the bed. “At least for now. That should help prevent any infection.” He fumbled in his bag, and pulled out another small bottle. “And this should numb up the area enough for me to start stitching.”
Kara gave a heavy sigh, looking away at the door. “It’s just a little wound, Joseph. You’re making too much of a fuss.”
“Just hold still,” the scout commanded. He took her slender arm and dabbed the salve over the cut. “You let me do this right and it will heal in half the time.”
The thief smiled. “Those magical herbs of yours?”
Joseph grunted. “There’s nothing magical about a jacoya root.” He put the bottle back, then reached for a needle and thread. “And if you don’t want this to leave a scar, you’ll do as I say.”
“It’s not like I haven’t gotten scars before.” Kara glanced over at him. “One more won’t really matter.”
“Let’s try to avoid scarring all the same,” said Joseph, threading the needle as he spoke. “Now give me your arm.”
The young woman obeyed, holding out her bare arm to the scout. She had rolled her sleeve up to the shoulder, revealing the entire length of her white flesh down to her delicate fingers. 
Joseph took her arm gently. He hesitated for a moment.
Kara sat very still, feeling the warmth of his hand on her skin. She looked up to see him gazing at her. “Joseph--” she whispered, feeling her mouth start to go dry.
The scout didn’t move.
The door to the room suddenly opened. “Well,” said Maklavir as he entered, “there’s only one other room available, so it looks like things will be cozy tonight.”
Joseph was already hurriedly stitching up the wound, his attention focused completely on his work. 
Kara stared down at him, her face suddenly flushed.
“Not that I see the point anyway,” the diplomat continued. “It’s practically morning by now.” He moved to the small fireplace, warming his hands in the glow. “Where is Kendril, anyway? Regnuthu take that man. If we had gotten rooms back when we had first arrived, like I suggested, we wouldn’t be in this mess. Where he gets—”
The diplomat paused, his eyes falling on Joseph and Kara for the first time. He tilted his head back slightly, looking at them carefully. “I say,” he said coolly, “I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”
“Just a little wound dressing,” said Kara, her face flushing even more. 
Joseph continued to work away, absorbed in his task.
Maklavir gave a short nod of his head. His eyes flickered between the two of them. “Right.” He turned back to the fire, rubbing his hands briskly together. “As I was saying, it’s just two rooms, so it looks like we’ll be three and one.” He glanced over his shoulder at Kara. “Feel free to pick whichever one you like better. The other one is right across the hall.”
“There,” said Joseph quietly, tying off the thread. “With those ointments it should heal pretty fast.” He moved his fingers gently around the red cut. “You’re lucky it just got you in the arm.”
“I heard the horses were wounded,” said Maklavir. “Will they be alright?”
“Just mine,” said Joseph as he got to his feet. “And he’ll be fine.” He reached into his pocket, pulling out a small circular disk made of metal. He held it up. The firelight gleamed off it. “It’s some kind of throwing blade. It doesn’t cut very deep. I think it’s designed more for distracting than killing.”
Maklavir gave the blade a curious glance. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“I have,” came an ominous voice from the doorway. Kendril stomped into the room, melted snow on his cloak and trousers. “We should all get some sleep. We have a busy day tomorrow.”
Maklavir gave a pained sigh. “Honestly, Kendril, Galla’s dead, and you’ve gotten your necklace or whatever it is back. Surely we can go now.” His face brightened. “Or, even better, see the town a bit? It’s been years since I’ve visited the Ice Gardens.”
Kendril gave the diplomat a sidelong glance, his face dark with purpose. “Did it ever occur to you, Maklavir, that whoever killed Galla to get this,” he held up the pendant in his gloved fist, “may very well try to kill us for it as well?”
The room was deathly silent. Kendril looked at all three of his friends. He tucked the necklace back into his pocket.
“I’m not leaving,” he said finally. “Not until I get some answers.”
 
By the cold light of morning, the inn’s common room actually looked warm and inviting, something that none of the four companions had seen for a long time. A bright fire roared happily in a nearby hearth. The walls were decorated with old swords and shields, some displaying the crests of important families that had served Vorten and Valmingaard for centuries. The fare was simple yet good, hearty sausage and buttered biscuits hot from the oven.
“Now this,” said Maklavir between bites, “is what I call a breakfast.”
Kendril glanced out the paneled window uneasily as a small group of gendarmes rode by, their muskets slung onto their backs. 
“We need to be careful,” he said in a low tone. “After last night I wouldn’t be surprised if someone’s reported us. At the very least they must have found Galla’s body by now, and Maklavir and I were the last ones asking about him.”
Joseph took a bite of a biscuit, chewing on it contemplatively. “It’s a big city. As long as we lie low, we should be alright.”
“So what’s the plan?” Maklavir inquired, stabbing a sausage with his knife.
“The plan is to get some answers,” said Kendril, still staring thoughtfully out the window. “We need more information before we can act.”
Maklavir took a bite. “Assuming we need to act at all. I for one am for hightailing it out of here.”
Kara leaned back in her chair. “You don’t care about who killed Galla? Or why they were so desperate to get that pendant?”
The diplomat shrugged. “Idly curious, perhaps, but I certainly don’t see the point in risking my own neck over a piece of jewelry. It’s none of my business, after all.”
“I think it became our business when Galla double-crossed us and left us for dead,” Joseph pointed out.
“And now he’s dead. Frankly, I’d rather not join him.”
Kendril’s eyes flickered over to the diplomat. “What you do is your own concern, Maklavir. I’m going to see this to the end. I have to.”
Maklavir crossed his arms, staring skeptically at his friend. “That seems a bit cryptic, old chap. Care to enlighten us as to why this necklace of yours is so important?”
“It may not be,” Kendril admitted. “But I need to know for sure.”
There was silence around the table. 
Joseph ran his thumb down his beard thoughtfully, considering his black-cloaked friend carefully. When he spoke, his voice was low against the background buzz of the common room. 
“You were right about Galla,” he said slowly. “Twice. We should have listened to you, but we didn’t.” He gave a pensive sigh. “I admit I don’t know what exactly is going on here, but I’m willing to trust you if you say it’s important.”
Kara put down a half-eaten biscuit. “There’s something rotten about all this, that’s for sure. Galla’s killer was no ordinary thief. Did you see the way she moved? No one fights like that.”
Joseph pushed his shoulders back uncomfortably. 
Kendril just stared blankly at the plate in front of him.
“She was an assassin,” Kara continued, rubbing vacantly at her wounded arm. “A professional one, too, by the looks of her. She must have been in training most of her life.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Maklavir snorted. “A female assassin? Where was she trained? Who teaches a woman to swordfight, much less kill in cold blood?”
Joseph bristled. “Kara can handle a sword just fine, Maklavir, and you know she’s a better shot with a bow than all of us here.”
Kara fingered her biscuit, shaking her head. “No, Joseph, Maklavir is right. Everything I learned about swordplay and archery I picked up myself while working in my brother’s gang.” She looked over at the scout. “This woman was trained. There’s no other explanation.” She looked down at her plate again. “And I don’t see how that’s possible.”
“I might know,” said Kendril suddenly, “but I need to make sure before I start making wild guesses.” He glanced out the window again, tapping his hand restlessly against the table for a moment. He looked back at his three friends, leaning in closer. 
“The way I see it,” he said, his voice almost a whisper, “we need to do two things. First, we need to find out what this pendant really is and why Galla was killed for it.”
“And second?” Joseph asked, his voice just as quiet. 
“Second, we need to track down who in this city wants it, and why.”
“You mean the assassin?” Kara asked.
“Her,” Kendril acknowledged, “and whoever sent her after Galla in the first place.”
Maklavir cupped his head in his hands. “Not another conspiracy,” he groaned.
“The carriage,” said Joseph. He straightened up in his chair. “It had drapes on the side, hiding the markings.”
“The driver was just sitting there, waiting for Galla’s killer,” Kara confirmed, her mind racing as well. “It was a private carriage.”
“And private carriages cost money,” Kendril said firmly. “That means there is someone wealthy and influential behind our little trained assassin.”
“And if we find the carriage,” Joseph added, “we find whoever is behind this whole thing.”
“You’re all insane,” Maklavir said through his hands. “Why is it that no one ever listens to me? We could be halfway out of this city by now.”
“You’re welcome to go, Maklavir,” said Kendril, his voice icy.
“Oh, don’t be silly,” said the diplomat with a sarcastic smile. “Of course I’m staying.” He glanced out the window as two other armed gendarmes rode past the inn. “Just don’t blame me when all the dying starts.”
“Noted.” Kendril glanced around at his three friends, clasping his hands together on the table. “Now here’s the plan.”
 
The streets of Vorten were filled with people, bustling to and fro across the vast metropolis. 
Joseph and Kara walked side by side through the snowy streets, watching the colorful traffic all around them. The massive shape of the Bathhouse loomed over the buildings to their right, hot steam pouring up into the cold blue sky. Sunlight sparkled and glinted off the ice-encrusted snow, crunching under the boots and hoofs of passer-bys. 
Kara glanced longingly up at the tiled building.
“I wish we had time to go there,” she said as she dodged out of the way of an oncoming wagon. “Maklavir makes it sound so decadent. Hot and cold baths, swimming pools, steam rooms—” She sighed, giving a sad smile. “Tuldor’s beard, what I wouldn’t give for just an hour inside.”
Joseph glanced over at a passing caravan of Merewithian merchants. “Who knows,” he said, trying to keep his voice cheerful, “maybe when this business with the pendant is done, we’ll have some time left over.”
Kara pulled her green cloak further over her shoulders. “That pendant,” she said at last, “it’s important, isn’t it?”
Joseph bit his lip, trying to push the image of Kara bathing out of his mind. “Yes, I think so.” He looked over at the young woman. “To be honest, I don’t really know. Kendril seems pretty concerned about it.”
Kara gave the Bathhouse one last look. “He does, doesn’t he?” Her face tightened with thought. “Almost nervous, if that was a word I’d ever apply to him.”
Joseph first reaction was to chuckle at Kara’s comment, but the pit in his own stomach squelched it. “I guess so,” he said.
They walked together in silence for a moment, passing by a string of laughing students.
“Joseph,” said Kara at last, her voice small. 
The scout stopped and looked over at her. 
“About last night….”
Joseph felt suddenly warm despite the cold air. “Yes?”
Kara glanced away, rubbing her gloved hands together. “I just wanted—” She closed her mouth abruptly. “I just wanted to say…” She looked over at Joseph again. “Thank you. For my arm, I mean.”
Joseph looked down at the snow. “You’re welcome.” He looked up and grinned. “It’s what I do, you know. That and blaze trails.”
Kara laughed. “I’d say you do both very well.” She looked at the red handkerchief around his neck for a moment, her look changing. “What’s that?”
Joseph tilted his head down suddenly self-conscious. “What?”
“That on your handkerchief. It looks like a stain or something.” She reached up a hand to his neck. 
“I don’t—”
With one quick motion, she pulled the cloth off, waving it triumphantly in her hand as she jumped back. “Sorry, my mistake.” She gave the scout a disarming smile. “I guess it’s my handkerchief now.”
Joseph smiled despite himself, and lunged for the red object. 
Kara dodged nimbly out of his way, retreating a few steps away in the snow. 
“You should be more careful,” she said. “I am a thief, you know.”
“An ex-thief, I thought,” said Joseph. He took a couple steps forward. “Alright, you’d better give it up. I’d hate to have to get rough.”
“With me?” Kara gave him an innocent look. “I’m wounded, remember?”
“Apparently not too badly.”
She gave another playful step back, tying the handkerchief around her own neck. “What do you think? Does it clash with my shirt?”
Joseph dashed forward quickly, reaching for the red cloth. 
With a laugh Kara ducked away.
Laughing himself, Joseph reached for the handkerchief again.
 
“I say, is there a reason you’re doing that?”
Kendril rubbed his gloved hand against his red cold cheek. “Doing what?”
Maklavir gave his patented sigh. “Looking behind us. You’ve been doing it every thirty seconds since we left the inn.”
Kendril glanced back over his shoulder. “Have I?”
“There you go again.” The diplomat gave an exasperated glance towards the heavens above. “I just so enjoy spending time with you, Kendril.”
The Ghostwalker turned his gaze off towards the side of the street. “Likewise, Maklavir.”
They threaded their way down the side street, houses and shops clustered tightly on both sides. Away from the main street the traffic of pedestrians, riders, and carts diminished to a casual trickle. Aside from a few women brushing snow off their front steps, and scattered children playing by the side of the road, there were few people in sight. 
“Honestly. All this slush is destroying my boots.” Maklavir picked one of his feet up, grimacing as he examined it. “Would you look at the leather? It’s ruined.”
“That’s really fascinating, Maklavir.” Kendril glanced back behind them again.
“Would you stop doing that? You’re making me nervous.”
“Maybe you should be,” Kendril said in a low voice.
Maklavir scowled down at his boots once more, hurrying to catch up with the Ghostwalker. “Vorten’s a huge city, Kendril. You really think your assassin friend could track us down this quickly? Forgive me if I remain a bit skeptical.”
The dark-cloaked man’s eyes wandered up towards the snow-covered rooftops. “You know me. Just being cautious.”
“That’s one word for it.” Maklavir took a quick glance behind him, then groaned loudly. “Ashes, now you’ve got me doing it. Why am I here, anyway?”
Kendril turned a corner, and looked up and down the side street in either direction. “Trust me, if I didn’t need you, you wouldn’t be here.”
Maklavir kicked some dirty slush off his boot. “Why thank you. Is getting into the library really worth all this trouble?”
“Yes. And I doubt they’ll let me in. You, on the other hand, are—” Kendril looked over at his companion for a moment. “Well, respectable.”
Maklavir gave a satisfied smile. “Why, Kendril, I believe that is one of the nicer things you have ever said to me. Actually, probably the only nice thing.”
Kendril drew his cloak further around his shoulders. He looked up at the towering shape of the Great Library just ahead of them. “Don’t let it go to your head. Just get us inside. I’ll take care of the rest.”
“Yes,” said the diplomat sourly, “I’ve no doubt.”
They came out into the open, the library directly before them. The building was huge, constructed out of white stone and marble in the style of the ancient Rajathans. Looming gargoyles and other mythical creatures lined the crested top, their grotesque faces glaring down at the street below. Massive stone steps led up towards the entrance. The carved shapes of winged lions guarded the entrance on either side. 
Kendril stopped, shielding his eyes from the bright sun as he stared up at the building. “Impressive,” he grunted. 
“They don’t call it the Great Library for nothing,” said Maklavir with a hint of pride in his voice. “The building dates from before the Third Despair. It has one of the largest collections of books and manuscripts in all of Rothland.”
“That’s what I’m counting on,” said Kendril as he started up the steps. He felt instinctively for the cold lump of metal in his shirt pocket, his eyes searching around behind him. “Now let’s get this done.”
“No argument here,” Maklavir replied. 
They walked into the darkened interior of the library, the smell of dust and old parchments swirling around them as they went. 
Towering bookshelves filled the first floor in all directions, covered with books, manuscripts, and scrolls of all descriptions. A marble staircase swept up to the second floor, wide enough for five people to walk abreast. Glow-globes hung from the ceilings at regular intervals, or were attached to the walls over reading tables, providing a ghostly white glow to the place of learning. Long gray steam pipes crossed the wall and ceilings, branching out from a central pipe near the library’s front door.
Kendril noticed the glow-globes with a disapproving frown. “Call me old-fashioned, but I think I prefer yellow candlelight.”
“No candles,” came a sudden squawk to their left. A small man, hunched over an even smaller desk, pushed a fragile pair of spectacles further up his nose, and rose from the chair he had been sitting in. “No flints, lanterns, matches, matchcords, gunpowder, firecrackers, or explosives of any type. In short, gentlemen,” he gave a special emphasis to the last word, “no fire-producing elements of any kind are allowed past this door. Now, may I assist you?”
Maklavir stepped casually over to the table. He pulled off his gloves one at a time. “We need to view your collections.”
The man gave a quick nod, squinting over the rims of his spectacles at the two of them. “You have a membership here, I assume?”
Maklavir cleared his throat and reached into the folds of his cloak. “Not exactly. I and my assistant here are on special assignment, from Varnost.” He whipped out a letter with a red wax seal at the bottom, and handed it over to the librarian. 
“Assistant, eh?” The librarian gave Kendril a doubtful look. 
The Ghostwalker returned his stare. 
Clearing his throat, the librarian glanced the letter up and down, then handed it back.
“I assume we may enter, then?” Maklavir queried as he pocketed the letter. 
“You may not.” The librarian lowered himself down in his chair again and flipped open the book in front of him. “Your letter is either a complete forgery or a doctored original from several years ago.” He looked up at the diplomat. “I am not a fool, sir. Now, I bid you a good day.”
Kendril’s hand edged towards the handle of his pistol as he cast a warning look at Maklavir. 
His companion stood still and silent.
“I said—” repeated the librarian again as the two men didn’t move.
“It’s a shame,” said Maklavir in a disappointed voice, “I was so hoping to see your original collections.” He passed his hand over the open book on the desk. 
As if by magic ten golden coins appeared on its surface. 
“I have heard great things about this library.”
“Have you?” asked the man sarcastically. His gaze flickered back and forth between Kendril and Maklavir, then back to the coins before him. “The rules of the library are completely inflexible, gentlemen. I cannot—”
“We have traveled very far.” Five more coins appeared on the table. “It really would be a shame if it was all for nothing.”
The librarian looked silently down at the coins before him. 
Kendril glanced uneasily back towards the door behind them. 
Maklavir didn’t move. His face was a mask of congenial serenity. 
After a long moment, the librarian scooped up the coins. He flipped a page in his ledger book. “It appears I was mistaken, gentlemen. Your names are on the membership list after all.”
“Splendid,” said Maklavir brightly. “I thought they might turn up.”
“But those,” the librarian glared at the pistols holstered in Kendril’s belt, “will remain here, along with any other items you may be carrying of a fire-producing nature.”
“But of course,” responded Maklavir quickly, ignoring his companion’s piercing look. “And thank you so much for your assistance, sir.”
Five minutes later they were walking up the grand staircase, Kendril glancing back at the pair of pistols he had left tucked behind the librarian’s desk. 
The man was already absorbed in his book once more.
“My guns,” he said to Maklavir between clenched teeth.
“Oh, ashes, Kendril. This is a library, not a battlefield. We weren’t getting in otherwise.”
Kendril gave the librarian one last hateful look. “We should have just shot him.”
“Oh, yes, I forgot, that’s your solution to everything, isn’t it?” Maklavir shook his head sadly as they reached the second floor. “Now what exactly are we looking for?”
Kendril looked at the endless rows of bookshelves. “I’ll know when I find it.”
“That was properly cryptic, as usual.” Maklavir clapped his hands together. “Well, there can only be a few thousand books here, so let’s get cracking.”
“We’ll start there,” said Kendril as he walked. He pointed towards a large reading room just off to the right.
Maklavir glanced over at the name inscribed above the archway, feeling a cold tingle in his stomach. “The Underwood Room? I don’t quite understand. Those are books about--?”
“Despair,” said Kendril in a quiet voice. “The Second Despair, to be precise.” He turned, looking Maklavir full in the eyes. “I’ll need your help. We need to work fast.”
Maklavir chuckled, trying hard to push off his own rising anxieties. “Still worried about that assassin of yours?” The diplomat shook his head. “I’m telling you, Kendril, there is no way she could find us this quickly in a city the size of Vorten. No way at all.”
 
“Ghostwalker, eh?”
The innkeeper scrunched his face in thought, continuing to wipe down the counter with his cleaning rag. “Now that you mention it, I think there was someone like that here this morning. Had a few friends with him, too. They left in a hurry.”
“Did they?” The woman across the counter leaned forward, dark hair falling out from under her hood. Her voice lowered to a silky purr. 
“Did they indeed…?”
 



Chapter 12
 
The carriage and coach lot was in the eastern part of the city, just beyond the entrance to the Ice Gardens. Both Kara and Joseph had looked longingly at the gates as they had passed, but both had continued walking. 
“Perhaps after dinner,” the pathfinder had suggested hopefully.
Kara had given no response, but continued plodding along through the snowy streets, her face downcast.
After asking a few locals for directions, and backtracking down several twisting side streets, the two friends practically stumbled on the lot as they emerged from a back alley between a saddler’s store and a dilapidated brewery. 
It was enclosed with a high iron fence, the black shapes of several coaches and carriages just visible within. The snow on the street just outside the main office was churned into a broil of mud and water from the passing horses and wooden wheels. 
“You really think they took it here?” Kara asked doubtfully.
Joseph shrugged. “It’s possible. Your horse throws a shoe, you take them to a blacksmith. Your gun malfunctions, you take it to a gunsmith.”
“And if a Ghostwalker jumps through the roof of your carriage, you take it to a carriagesmith?”
Joseph gave the redhead a look of resignation. “We walked all the way here, didn’t we? Might as well have a look.”
The thief shrugged. “Fine. But I’ll bet you anything it’s not here.”
Joseph started to cross the street. He gave Kara a sidelong glance. “Make it dinner, and you’ve got a bet.”
She smiled. “Alright, dinner then. I’m starving anyway.”
They pushed through the heavy front door of the coach and carriage store, tromping inside onto the thresh-covered floor. Just a few feet away was an open doorway that led out into the fenced lot where the carriages were kept. A fire blazed away in a nearby hearth, making no discernible difference to the temperature in the room.
“Help you?” A large man strode in from out back, brushing some grease off his hands onto a dirty towel. 
“Yes,” said Joseph, his face turning a little red. “We were wondering if we could…see the carriages.”
The man stopped short, throwing down the towel. He cast a measured eye over both of them. “You want to see carriages? What for?”
Joseph opened his mouth to answer, but found he had no ready response.
Kara quickly slipped her arm through his and pulled herself alongside him.
“Not for us, of course,” she said quickly. “My Jinn here is charge of the master’s stables, don’t you see, and the master, well he’s terrible upset about that carriage of his, with the roof all busted in and what. He sent us here to know if it was ready.”
The man snorted angrily, the suspicion vanishing from his eyes. “Ready? Ashes, woman, I’ve only had the thing a few hours. Do you know how long it takes to repair a roof on a carriage like that?”
Kara gave a disarming smile and cuddled closer to Joseph, who still had his mouth half open. “Well, the master wants it for a ball tonight, or some such. You know how those fancy folk are, always running off to one thing or other.”
The man moved behind the counter and leaned forward towards the two of them. “Now you look here, miss. Baron Dutraad may be an important man, but I’ve got other carriages to fix too. You tell him it’ll be ready in two days. That’s the best I can do, and that’ll cost him extra as is. I’m trying to run a business here, after all.”
Kara shook her head in mock disappointment “Oh, he won’t like that. Not at all he won’t. But if that’s the best you can do….” She let the sentence hang, then pulled the stunned Joseph towards the door. “Come along, Jinn dear. Best we be going and leave this poor man alone to do his work.”
They exited the office, hearing another angry snort behind them. 
As soon as they were out in the street, Joseph stared over at Kara. “Jinn?”
The woman gave a coy shrug. “An old suitor. Besides, you wouldn’t want me to use your real name, would you?” She tapped him playfully on the side of his head. “You’re no con artist, Joseph, that’s for sure.”
“I don’t remember there being a class on that back at the seminary,” said Joseph a little stiffly.  He felt a sudden sharp stab at the thought of Kara having a suitor, old or not. For a moment he considered asking about him, then decided quickly he would rather not know. 
Ignorance was bliss, sometimes.
“Well,” said Joseph at last, pushing a smile onto his face, “I believe you still owe me a dinner….”
 
Maklavir pushed back his chair, flipping the massive tome lying before him shut. He sighed, rubbing his eyes. “I’m seeing double, Kendril.”
“Quit griping,” the Ghostwalker snapped without looking up from his book. A stack of similar volumes lay scattered across the reading table, with two more stacks on the ground by his chair. He finally straightened, cursing under his breath and slapping his book shut as well. “There has to be something here.”
“There’s a lot of something here, if that’s what you mean,” said Maklavir as he stretched his neck. “Just nothing useful. I’m tired. Can we go yet?”
“No.” Kendril closed his eyes, rubbing the bridge of his nose. “We stay until we find what we’re looking for.”
“We’ll bloody well starve first,” Maklavir said. “It’s already dark out, for Eru’s sake.” He grabbed another book and heaved it up onto the table. “Colored Illuminations of the Second Despair. Ah, yes. Sounds like another real winner.” He began to dramatically scroll through the pages. “Flip, flip, flip….”
Kendril sighed. He tossed his current book on the floor and reached for another. “Your sarcasm is getting old, Maklavir.”
“Is it?” the diplomat replied, not even bothering to look at the pages as he turned them. “Well, I certainly apologize if my state of misery is impeding your concentration. Hang it all, this certainly isn’t—”
He stopped mid-sentence. 
Kendril looked up sharply, one hand still on his book. 
The diplomat was staring down at the book, his face frozen.
“What is it?” Kendril was already out of his seat. He moved around the table to look
over Maklavir’s shoulder. “You found something?”
“I don’t know,” he stammered. “No. Maybe.”
The Ghostwalker looked over his shoulder down at the book. He followed Maklavir’s gaze to the picture on the page before him.
The illumination was a simple one, typical of the two-dimensional images popular a millennia before. There were five men portrayed. Three of them wore the attire of noblemen, one the robes of a priest of Eru. The fifth wore a crown and sat on an elevated throne, a childish and almost stupid look on his face. 
And one of the nobles, a bearded man on the far left of the picture, wore the dark red pendant around his neck. 
“It can’t be the same one,” breathed Maklavir. “That’s impossible.”
Kendril scanned the caption with his finger, his eyes roaming across the picture. “Haldor II, King of Arbelos,” he said as he tapped the image of the king. “Probably before the Great Persecution in 1457.”
“And that…?” said Maklavir slowly, his eyes falling on the robed priest.
“Xenin Jovar,” the Ghostwalker said simply.
Maklavir gave a heavy breath. “I see.” He turned his eyes back to the bearded nobleman wearing the pendant. “Then who is that?”
Kendril scanned the page opposite, glancing back at the picture again. “Lord Matramont. One of the King’s vassals before the Despair. He was one of Jovar’s supporters, even after the murder of Hathor’s son.”
The Ghostwalker leaned back, his hand reaching into the folds of his cloak. He withdrew the cold pendant slowly, and laid it on the table beside the book. 
The red jewel seemed to cast a chill on the room, its dark red jewel devoid of any gleam or sparkle.
“It’s identical,” said Maklavir flatly.
“Keep flipping,” said Kendril.
He did, his finger numb as they turned the pages one after another. Images passed by in silent succession, showing all manner of scenes from the time of the Second Despair.
Kendril’s hand came down on the book, stopping Maklavir’s progress. 
It was a battle scene. Bodies littered the ground, the air filled with flying arrows and streaming banners. 
“Ash Glade, 1458.” Kendril commented quietly. He tapped lightly on the figure of an armored warrior holding a great axe, golden hair streaming out from under his helmet. “That must be Cathorn Fairhair. He led the army of Grengaard.”
Maklavir sat back in his chair. “He died in that battle, didn’t he?”
“Along with most of his men,” Kendril confirmed. He slowly flipped the page.
The next picture was a continuation of the battle. The ground burned. Bodies lay all around, some with arms and heads severed from their trunks. Dark beasts flew through the sky above, with unfurled batwings and gleaming white talons. A monstrous creature of the Void, half-hidden in smoke and darkness stood howling over the fallen body of Cathorn Fairhair. 
Something red hung around its neck, dark and cold despite the bright flames consuming the grass all around. 
“That can’t—” Maklavir started to say, his face growing white.
Kendril began to flip through the book, faster and faster, his eyes searching up and down the pages. 
“I don’t understand,” said Maklavir. He got to his feet, backing away from the table and staring down at the pendant lying on the table. 
The Ghostwalker stopped, creasing down the pages of the book. On the right side, almost life-sized, was an exact sketch drawing of the pendant and necklace. 
“Great Eru,” Kendril breathed, his voice barely above a whisper.
“What is it?” Maklavir asked, not sure he wanted to know. “What does it say?”
The book slapped shut with a clap like a gunshot. 
Kendril snatched the pendant necklace off the table, and threw it beneath his cloak. 
“What is it?” the diplomat repeated dumbly. 
“We’re leaving,” the Ghostwalker responded. He turned towards the entrance of the reading room, one hand on the hilt of his sword. His eyes flitted back and forth, searching the bookshelves and tables outside. 
Maklavir felt his mouth go dry. “What on Zanthora is going on here, Kendril?”
The Ghostwalker turned partly around. 
Maklavir was shocked to see genuine fear in the man’s eyes.
“It’s a Soulbinder,” he said.
 
The Loyal Hound Inn was situated on the eastern side of the Central Plaza, near the Vorten Cathedral. Joseph and Kara had found a table near a window looking out into the square, comfortably close to the roaring hearth. The remains of a hearty beef stew, oven-fresh bread, and pewter mugs of beer lay before them. 
Joseph leaned back in his chair. “Now that’s what I call a meal.”
The young woman opposite him smiled. “Trail rations were getting kind of old.”
He nodded, looking awkwardly out the frosted window.
“Joseph—” Kara’s voice turned serious, her gaze falling steadily on the bearded man.
He looked back at her. “Yes?”
“Why are we here?”
The question took him by surprise. “Galla was here, of course. And Kendril—”
“I know what Kendril told us,” she interrupted. “And we certainly found evidence of a conspiracy for him. This Baron Dutraad or whoever must obviously have some link to that assassin, who has some link to Galla, who has some link to the pendant—” She sighed, glancing out the window as well. 
The loud toll of the nearby cathedral bells began, marking the hour.
“I just don’t see why any of this is important,” she confessed.
Joseph shifted in his seat. He took his almost empty beer mug in both hands. 
“I know you think Kendril’s on to something,” Kara continued quickly, her eyes watching him carefully. “You wouldn’t have followed him here if you didn’t.”
Joseph looked back up at her. He felt a catch in his throat at the sight of her green eyes. “Then why did you follow him here?”
She didn’t turn away. “I trust you, Joseph. Kendril can be stubborn as that mule of his at times, and once he gets something in his head, he chases it down like a dog. He’s been right a lot, but he’s been wrong, too.” She paused a moment. “But you’re…well, thoughtful. I mean, you don’t do anything without thinking it through, and you always seem to do the right thing.”
Joseph’s hands were stuck to the beer mug, unable to let go. He looked up at Kara. 
The glow-globe light streaming in through the inn’s windows lit her pale face, causing her red hair to gleam softly.
“I’m following you, Joseph, not Kendril. But I need to know why.”
Joseph opened his mouth to respond, but the words caught momentarily on his tongue. Suddenly everything they were doing seemed crazy to him. Kendril’s dream, the pendant, the wolfrats….
He was afraid, he suddenly realized. Afraid of losing the respect of the woman across from him. Afraid that she would laugh at him, dismiss him, think less of him. The fear was so great that it surprised him with its strength. 
Joseph took a breath, trying unsuccessfully to pry his fingers from the beer mug where they seemed to be locked.
“How much do you know about the Despair?” he finally asked. He spoke in a muted tone, his voice low enough to not be heard by the neighboring tables. 
Kara leaned in, her green eyes focusing on him in steady concentration. “Old wars from a thousand years ago, right? I thought they were mostly myth and legend.”
Joseph gave a short shake of his head. “The Wars of Despair were very real. Some of the details are sketchy, but….” He looked up at her. “There were three Times of Despair that we know of. The first came during the fall of the Rajathan Empire in the east, almost two thousand years ago. The second was during the time of Tuldor Swiftblade and Xenin Jovar, about seven hundred years later. The third was only three hundred years after that, during the invasion of Galdir the Cruel.”
Kara continued to look at him, her eyes narrowed in thought. 
“That third one was almost a thousand years ago,” Joseph continued. “And since that time there has been no more Despair. The details of the past have become lost over time. People today have forgotten what happened, or refuse to believe what the histories say.”
Kara blinked. “Refuse to believe what, exactly?”
Joseph clutched desperately at his pewter mug, his fingers trying in vain to etch themselves into its side. 
“The histories we have speak of…creatures, demons, coming to Zanthora during each Despair—” His voice faltered a bit. “From the Void.”
Kara frowned. “Demons? Come on, Joseph, that seems a little far-fetched, doesn’t it?”
The scout fidgeted with his mug nervously, his eyes on the table.  “I don’t know. The accounts are so consistent, it’s hard to….” He let his words wander off for a moment. “Kara, these…beings…that the histories say came from the Void, they claimed to be gods. Some of the people worshipped them, even served them willingly.” He paused, giving the nearby tables a cautionary glance. “Some still do.”
The image of the nightmarish statues in the temple flashed unbidden into Kara’s mind. 
“The Seteru,” she whispered. “The pagan gods.”
Joseph gave a weary nod. “Yes.”
Kara tilted her head. “I’m still lost. What does any of this have to do with that pendant, or Galla?”
Her companion took a deep breath. His eyes rose until they were looking directly at her. 
“If Kendril is right, Eru help us, if he is…then it could mean that it’s beginning.”
Kara didn’t move. “What’s beginning?”
Joseph gave her a look that sent a sharp wave of terror through her core.
“The Fourth Despair,” he said. 
 
“Where’s the librarian?” Kendril stopped cold at the head of the library staircase, hovering in the shadow of one of the nearby bookcases. 
“I don’t know. Probably off getting a book or something.” Maklavir stopped behind him, adjusting his cape. “Now are you going to tell me what’s going on here? What in Eru’s name is a Soulbringer, or whatever you said?”
Kendril stepped back from where he stood. He moved across the aisle and squeezed behind another massive bookshelf. 
Maklavir followed him with a sigh.
“Tuldor’s beard, Kendril, we’re in a library.”
“There were two men reading parchments at that table when we came in,” said Kendril quickly. “Where are they now?”
Maklavir followed his gaze down towards the first floor. “I imagine they went home, like any sensible chap who finds himself in a place of learning after sundown. Now are you going to tell me what that pendant is or not?”
Kendril’s sword was suddenly in his hand. The polished blade gleamed in the white glow-globe light. 
Maklavir stared at his companion. “Have you completely lost your mind?”
“Draw your sword, now,” said Kendril tersely. “We’re making for the door.”
The diplomat cocked his head. “You’re making even less sense than usual, Kendril. We’re in a library. It’s not as if there’s—”
“I said draw your sword,” the Ghostwalker repeated. “Now.”
Maklavir hesitated for a moment, then reluctantly pulled his weapon out into his hand. 
“Now,” Kendril continued in a low voice, “we’re going to make for the door
as fast as we can. Do you understand? We don’t stop for anything.”
“Even if we’re set upon by some rogue volumes?” the diplomat quipped. 
Kendril turned his head back. “Tell me something, Maklavir.”
The finely dressed man shrugged. “Anything.”
“Do you see the librarian back at his desk yet?”
Maklavir leaned his head out a bit. “No.”
“Do you see anyone else on the first floor, anyone at all?”
His voice faltered a bit. “Well, no.”
“Do you also see that two books have been knocked off the librarian’s desk? Or that the glow-globe that is hanging over the front door is broken?”
Maklavir pulled his head slowly back behind the bookshelf. “I see,” he said slowly.
“Don’t stop for anything,” Kendril repeated, his eyes scanning the floor below. “Do you understand?”
The diplomat, now looking an unhealthy color of pale green, nodded. 
“Good. Now go.”
Kendril moved out onto the stairs, racing down them several at a time. 
Maklavir stumbled behind, glancing fearfully in all directions. 
They made it to the bottom of the stairs, the empty expanse of towering bookshelves crowding in on them from all sides. They ran down the line of books, the front doors and librarian’s desk just ahead of them. Their footsteps echoed ominously off the vaulted library ceilings.
“Get the door!” Kendril ordered. He veered off to the side, looped his arm around behind the librarian’s desk and grabbed his guns from where they were tucked away underneath. 
Maklavir pounded to a stop before the front door, out of breath and glancing back behind him at the empty library. He paused for a moment, doubt crossing his face. “I think,” he said as he reached for the door handle, “that we’ve just made rather silly fools of ourselves, Kendril. And to think, I was actually—”
He pulled on the door. It didn’t budge.
“Hello,” he murmured. “It’s lock—”
Kendril slammed into him and knocked the diplomat to one side. 
The next instant two razor-sharp metal disks thumped into the door right where Maklavir’s head had been.
They both scrambled to their feet and dodged behind a nearby bookshelf. 
Kendril snapped back the lock on his pistol, then pushed Maklavir back. “Did you see her?” he hissed.
“See her?” Maklavir fumbled with his sword for a moment, trying to pick it up off the ground. “I didn’t even see you until you crashed into me. How—”
Kendril jerked back as two more spinning disks slashed into the books near his head. 
Two torn volumes toppled to the ground. 
“She’s launching them somehow,” he spat. “A spring or tension weapon of some kind. Vesuna’s blood, she’s too fast. I can’t even see her!”
Maklavir pushed his back up against the shelves behind him. He turned his head to look between the books. “Neither can I. Tuldor’s beard, I never thought I‘d die like this. Not in a library, of all places.”
“Shut up,” Kendril snapped. He leaned his head out for a quick look, then pulled it back in quickly. “You’ll need to blow the door.”
“Blow the door?” Maklavir glanced nervously around the other end of the bookshelves. “With what?”
Kendril shot out a curse as two more metal blades cut into the side of the shelf. 
Loose pages fluttered to the floor. 
“Don’t you have your explosive charges?”
“I don’t usually take them with me to the library,” the diplomat responded.
“Ashes,” Kendril swore. “Not even one of those grenades of yours?”
Maklavir gave his friend a pained look. “Why in Eru’s name would I need a grenade in a library?”
They both flinched instinctively as three metal disks pummeled into the other side of the bookshelf in steady succession. 
One shot tore all the way through. It sliced hard into the opposite wall. 
“Oh, I don’t know,” said Kendril in a sardonic tone, “maybe for something like this?” He fumbled in his pocket for a moment, then yanked out a small bag and tossed it to his companion. “Here, use these.”
Maklavir caught the packet awkwardly in his free hand. He gave it a quick look. “These are bullet cartridges.”
“They have gunpowder in them, don’t they?” Kendril shot back.
Maklavir grabbed several out, ripping the tops off two or three and pulling the bullets out. “I might be able to combine a couple of these, enough to blow the lock…” He looked up at his dark-clad friend. “But even if I do, I’ll get cut down the moment I step out there.”
Two more blades hammered into the bookshelf, knocking several books off the top shelf. 
They crashed down onto Maklavir’s head and shoulders, causing the diplomat to swear in an ungentlemanly manner.
“You worry about blowing the door,” said Kendril. “I’ll handle Lady Death.” He spun around the corner of the bookshelf and blasted away with his pistol, then lurched back again.
“Did you get her?” Maklavir asked hopefully.
“Wouldn’t that be just so easy?” Kendril replied, already reloading the firearm. “I’m shooting blind, Maklavir.”
“Well she’s certainly not,” the diplomat breathed. “Wherever she is, she has a capital view of us, that’s for sure.” He looped two cartridges together and pinched the ends down. “There, best I can do. It should blow the lock out, if I can get it in there.”
Kendril took a quick look up at the ceiling. He snapped his pistol back into place. “Good. Ready?”
The diplomat stared at him blankly. “For what? I can’t—”
Kendril whirled suddenly out from his hiding place, then fired his pistol up towards the wall above the librarian’s desk. 
There was a resounding clang as the bullet hammered into the central steam pipe that hung off the ceiling. 
The next instant the pipe burst, letting out a roar of steam that spilled out in all directions like a blossoming white flower.
Kendril dove down by a pile of books across the aisle. 
Two metal disks barely missed him, slapping into the floor just behind him. 
“Go!” he shouted back at Maklavir.
“What are you doing?” the diplomat shouted back. “That won’t—”
He stopped mid-sentence. 
The glow-globe lights flickered, their white light dimming across the length of the first floor. Steam continued to pour out of the central pipe where Kendril had shot it, dissipating into the cold library air. One by one, the glow-globe lights began to flutter out, first those nearby, and then those further away, all the way down to the far end of the first floor. 
In seconds Maklavir and Kendril were standing in almost total darkness. 
Maklavir stared blankly up into the shadows around him. “Oh.”
“The door, Maklavir,” Kendril urged. 
“Right,” the diplomat responded, jumping out from his hiding place. He kicked a fallen book in the dark, almost tripping over it as he crashed into the front door of the library. 
Kendril rolled over to the side, then jumped to his feet and slid up alongside another bookshelf. 
With night already fallen the first floor of the library was as dark and quiet as a tomb, the glow-globe lights dead without the steam to power them. 
Kendril tightened his hand around the handle of his pistol, then glanced back around the other side of the bookshelf through the labyrinth of shadowy bookcases. “Hurry up,” he said in a low voice. The words were almost lost in the continuous throb of escaping steam.
“I’m trying,” Maklavir said irritably. “I can barely see what I’m doing here. This is not easy, you know—”
The assassin appeared suddenly, materializing out of the darkness like a ghost.
Kendril had been watching for her, expecting her, yet even still he was momentarily startled. 
She moved with unearthly quickness, her dark cloak flapping behind her. 
Kendril fired off a hurried shot, knowing it would never hit. 
Still, it came closer than he had any right to expect, burrowing into a bookshelf just in front of the woman’s head. 
Kendril took two quick steps back. He drew his sword with his free hand. “Maklavir—”
She was on him in a heartbeat, a long dagger in each hand. 
He met her halfway, coming at her with the best opening swing he knew. 
The assassin parried it with almost effortless ease, then feinted easily to one side before lilting back again. 
Kendril stupidly fell for the maneuver, and threw himself off balance for a moment. It was all he could do to block her twisting knife thrust before it caught him in the side. 
There were several more quick blows, placed almost more by instinct than sight in the near total darkness. 
Kendril found himself pushed back several steps, almost into the librarian’s desk. He set his face, trying hard not to slacken his responses against the woman’s lightning quick blows. One last strike almost sent him stumbling back into the gout of steam. 
Like a serpent, the assassin twisted around to slash at Maklavir. 
Kendril lunged forward. He blocked the attack with the edge of his short sword just in time. 
The assassin snarled through her half-mask. She whipped around again and pummeled the Ghostwalker backwards. 
Kendril was just edging around the desk again when he saw Maklavir dodge off to one side. 
There was a sharp, sudden flare by the handle of the front door. 
A half-second later there was a clattering sound and the door cracked open, letting in a sliver of cold light from the glow-globes outside on the street. 
“Got it!” shouted Maklavir triumphantly. He turned to the open doorway. 
The assassin spun around and lowered her center of gravity, then swiped at Kendril’s kneecaps. 
He tried to parry, but the unexpected swiftness of her move caused him to jump further back then he had intended. He caught his leg on the corner of the desk, toppled backwards, then crashed back into a nearby bookshelf. 
He slid unglamorously to the floor as the massive shelf began to topple with an uncertain groan. Books began to pelt down from the top. 
Kendril rolled hard, pushing himself back to his feet just as the falling bookcase slammed into the next. 
Books poured onto the ground in a gigantic cascade. Dust and pages flew everywhere as the bookcases began to domino, each falling and crashing into the next in line. The crinkling roar of falling books penetrated every corner of the darkened library. 
Kendril choked in the swirling dust, dashing back from the pounding disaster zone. 
He had lost sight of the assassin. It was only too much to hope that she was under one of those mountainous piles of fallen books. 
Kendril ran back towards the front door. He ducked under the gushing steam even as the last shelf was still falling. “Let’s go, Mak—”
He stopped short. 
The assassin stood fifteen feet away, the masked half of her face peering over the back of Maklavir’s shoulder. 
The diplomat stood completely still, his sword lying on the ground by his feet. 
In the small gleam of light from the partially open door, Kendril could just see the faintest flash of a blade pressed to his friend’s neck. 
“Give it to me now,” the assassin said in a deathly still voice, “or I cut his throat.”
 



Chapter 13
 
“Give you what?” Kendril took a cautious step to the side, his sword at the ready.
“Don’t play me for a fool.” The woman’s voice was flat, almost lifeless. “Give it to me now or he dies.”
Kendril’s left hand disappeared beneath his cloak for a fraction of a second, then reappeared with the golden pendant clenched in his gloved fist. 
“You mean the Soulbinder?” His voice was cold now, matching the assassin’s. “I don‘t think so.”
The woman pushed her knife blade closer to Maklavir’s throat. “Then you can watch him die.”
Maklavir straightened, his face white and his eyes wide. “Kendril—”
“Nice mask,” said Kendril mockingly. He crossed over towards the center of the aisle. “So what are you? Daughters of Desire? Order of the Turned Face? There’s so many of these little pagan cults popping up or changing names that I lose track of them all. Which pathetic little deity are you sacrificing chickens to?”
“Blasphemer,” the woman hissed. “When the Goddess comes your cities will burn and the skies will be covered with darkness. Despair will howl at the doors to your houses.”
“Goddess, eh?” Kendril said as he paced carefully around her. “That would mean Indigoru, then? Or Yaganthru, perhaps? Or maybe one of the minor goddesses? Jakeru? Ulenlenu? The Severed Maiden?”
The assassin glared at Kendril, her eyes glimmering from beneath her bone-white mask. She notched the blade closer to Maklavir’s neck, drawing a small line of blood at the razor tip. 
“Give it to me,” she repeated, “now.”
Kendril stopped short. His eyes flickered between Maklavir and the woman behind him. He gripped the Soulbinder hard for a moment, his hand clenching on the golden chain. 
Without warning, he tossed it forward. 
It hit the ground between them, and slid to a halt a few feet away from Maklavir’s boots.
“Get it yourself,” Kendril said coolly.
The half of the assassin’s face that was visible curled up into a snarl. “You’re in over your head, Ghostwalker.”
Kendril shrugged, never taking his eyes off the woman. “Wouldn’t be the first time.”
The assassin threw Maklavir forward. 
He crashed into the side of a bookshelf, swearing and sputtering as his purple cape spilled up over his head. 
No one, however, was watching him.
With a diving tumble the woman shot forward and snatched the Soulbinder off the ground. 
Kendril whipped out a flintlock pistol from beneath his cloak and fired. 
The bullet skinned across the top of the assassin’s cloak, tearing through the fabric just above her left shoulder, then punched into a bookcase behind her. 
She was up in a heartbeat, heading right towards the door. 
Kendril was right on her heels, his sword still in hand. 
The assassin kicked the door open, rushing outside onto the sloping steps of the library. Without turning she lashed one of her hands back towards the door. 
Two small black objects flew back through the air and hit the ground by the doorway just as Kendril arrived. 
There were two sharp bangs, then two flashes of brilliant light followed by clouds of smoke. 
Kendril swore, falling back through the entrance and rubbing his eyes. He tripped back a few feet, then instinctively threw himself off to one side. 
It was not a moment too soon. 
Two circular steel blades came whistling through the entrance, barely missing him. They skittered off down the floor of the library’s central aisle.
Kendril staggered back to the door, still trying to blink away the spots from his eyes. He stumbled out onto the front steps of the library, the cold night air slapping him in the face.
The street was completely empty. 
He glanced down at the ground, and swore again. 
The snow was crisscrossed with hundreds of footprints, melding into a muddy frozen mess in the middle of the street. 
Maybe Joseph could have found the assassin’s tracks, but Kendril didn’t have the slightest clue where to start. 
He dashed down a few of the stairs, blinking the last blotches from his vision as he looked wildly around.
It was as if the assassin had vanished into thin air. 
Balancing the sword in his hand, Kendril gritted his teeth and ran back up into the library. 
Maklavir was on his feet. He grabbed his sword off the ground and rubbed at the small red line on his neck. “Well that was fun. I always enjoy a nice quiet visit to the library.”
“She’s gone.”
“Hmm. Can’t say I’m very surprised.” The diplomat poked tenderly at his throat. “I think I deserve to know what’s going on here. Are you going to tell me or not?”
“Yes,” said Kendril as he sheathed his sword. He glanced back one more time at the row of fallen shelves and piles of books, then at the broken steam pipe right across from them.
“But not here, and not now. All that noise is going to bring the gendarmes. We don’t want to be here when they arrive.”
Maklavir paled a bit. “No, I suppose not.” He smoothed out his cape, and sheathed his own sword. “Thank you, by the way. For giving the assassin that pendant, I mean. I know it sounds silly, but frankly, with all that talk of yours before, I was rather wondering if you were going to.”
Kendril turned back to his friend, and raised the hood over his face until it was covered in shadow. “Before this is over,” he said quietly, “you may wish I hadn’t.”
 
“Open up!”
The gendarme’s fist smashed against the wooden door again, echoing inside. The officer leaned back, fingering the long curved saber at his belt. His enormous mustache was speckled white from the falling snow, and the strong cold wind whipped through the fur collar of his coat.
“Regnuthu take you, I said open!” He glanced back over his shoulder at the rest of his patrol. 
Three other gendarmes sat on horseback in the narrow side street, their faces down against the cold wind. Muskets were slung across their backs, and long sabers hung at their belts. On their heads they wore the long bearskin caps of the Vorten gendarmes. 
The officer glanced quickly up and down the street. 
This was the dock district of Vorten, the northeastern section of the city that abutted the Inersa river. During the spring and summer boats were able to ply their trade routes and offload cargo here, but during the long winter the river was frozen solid, allowing only sleds and sleighs to cross. 
Regardless of the time of year, the docks were a crime-ridden, scum-infested area of Vorten. There were dozens of warehouses, boarding houses, and shacks in the frozen mud that passed as streets here. 
If the gendarme officer could have had his way, the whole place would have been burned to the ground.
“Ashes,” he cursed, raising his fist again, “I said—”
The door opened suddenly, a moment before the officer’s hand descended. 
A pretty young woman with curly blonde hair stood in the doorway, smiling sweetly. “Good afternoon, sir, and welcome to The Rusty Anchor.” She glanced casually over his shoulder at the three gendarmes behind him, who straightened to attention at the sight of her. “How may I help you?”
The officer cleared his throat, thrusting his shoulders up against the cold. “Yes, ah, harrumph. We’re looking for two men, ma’am, and wondered if you had seen them.”
The woman smiled again, her face completely innocent. “Why certainly, officer. Perhaps you could describe them?”
“Yes. Harrumph. Both young, one with black hair and a goatee, tall, dressed in nice clothes, purple cape. The other brown hair, clean-shaven, medium height, dressed in a black cloak, seen in the company of a…mule.” He cleared his throat again, getting slightly uncomfortable under the woman’s gaze. “Seen anyone like that, ma’am?”
She shook her head, and pressed one hand instinctively to her supple bosom. “Why no, I haven’t. Are they dangerous?”
The gendarme straightened. “Well yes, ma’am, they are. They’re wanted in the murder of one man in an inn not two nights ago, and in the deaths of several more at the Great Library just last night.”
The woman’s face paled considerably. “How horrible! And they are still on the loose?”
The officer stiffened. “Not for long. No one escapes the long arm of the Vorten gendarmes, if you get my meaning.” He glanced over her shoulder into the darkened inn behind her. “Perhaps just to be safe my men and I should take a look around…”
The woman laughed. She touched the gendarme lightly on his arm. “I assure you, officer, there’s nowhere in my inn they could hide without me knowing. And I wouldn’t tolerate murderers in my establishment for a moment. I am, after all, a single woman running a business.”
“Harrumph. Yes,” the officer said uncomfortably. He glanced behind her again. “Well, I suppose that’s true, but—”
“Oh,” exclaimed the woman, “how thoughtless of me. You poor men must be practically freezing out here! You need something to warm you. Hold on one moment, gentlemen.” She disappeared inside.
The gendarme officer stood awkwardly by the door, unsure exactly what to say or do next. He looked back at his men, who studiously avoided his glance.
A few moments later the woman reappeared with four flasks. She handed them to the officer with a disarming smile. “Some razvodit for you all. I can’t think of anything that would warm you better than that.”
The officer fumbled with the flasks. “Yes, well, I—that is very thoughtful, ma’am, but we—” He looked back at his men. 
They were all eagerly staring at the containers of the fiery liquor Valmingaard was so well known for.
The woman blinked. “I apologize, sir. I assumed you men had other duties to carry out, but you are of course welcome to come inside and rest your feet if you wish—”
The officer’s face hardened. “No, no, that won’t be necessary. We have much to do. Thank you for the razvodit, ma’am.”
“Anything for hard-working officers of the law. Swing back here again tomorrow and I’ll give you a refill.” The woman gave them a friendly wink. “Good day, gentlemen.”
The officer touched the brim of his tall cap. “G’day, ma’am.”
The pretty young woman stepped back inside the tavern and closed the door gently.
Inside the air was filled with the pungent smell of fried fish, tobacco smoke, and beer. The common room was almost empty save for a few stragglers who played cards or talked together in low murmuring voices.
The woman stepped across the floor and slipped out the back door of the inn, into a small alley clogged with snow and ice.
Pulling her shawl up against the bitter wind, she crossed the alley and opened a side door to a large warehouse, slipped inside, then closed the door behind her. 
She leaned back against the wall and crossed her arms, looking for a moment at the line of barrels and crates that crowded the room, lit only by the gray light coming in through dirt and ice-smeared windows.
“They’re gone,” she said.
One of the lids of a nearby barrel lifted slightly, then opened all the way. 
Maklavir popped his head out and gave a crooked grin. “You’re a saint, Senna, you truly are.”
“And you are a rogue and a scoundrel,” Senna replied, unable to hide a smile. “I don’t know why I put up with you, Maklavir, I truly don’t.”
“I ask myself that same question every day,” growled Kendril as he emerged from a crate. He wobbled, almost tipping over as he tried to swing a leg out.
Senna sighed. “So what is it this time, Maklavir?” She gave Kara a coy glance as the thief climbed out of another crate. “Eloping with Red there?”
Joseph’s head shot up. “What? No, he—whoa!” He tripped on his crate and crashed painfully to the floor.
Maklavir straightened up. He smoothed out his shirt. “I told you before, my dear, I haven’t done anything wrong. It’s all just one big misunderstanding.” He took the woman’s hand and kissed it. “Besides, Senna, you know you’ve always been the only woman for me.”
Senna smiled sadly. “I might have believed that five years ago, Maklavir. I’m a little older and wiser now.”
“And more beautiful,” Maklavir added.
Senna shook her head. “You’re still the same charmer you’ve always been, Maklavir.”
“And the same pompous fool,” Kendril said. He stepped up to the woman. “All the same, Senna, we owe you our thanks.”
She smiled, looking him up and down. “I’m always happy to help any friend of Maklavir’s, Mr.--?”
“Kendril,” said Maklavir smoothly. He stepped between them. “A Ghostwalker, actually. You know their vows and all.”
Kendril shot Maklavir a scathing glance.
Senna clucked her tongue and gave Kendril one more probing look. “More’s the pity.” She looked over the motley group. “So, who’s interested in some lunch?”
 
They chose a table in the corner of the common room, away from the door and the windows. Outside the icy wind howled unceasingly, but inside the blazing fire managed to keep the room at a tolerable, though still chilly, temperature.
Maklavir lifted a small glass of razvodit. “May your wife ever prove faithful, your dog ever be loyal, and the ice always be firm under your feet.” He downed the drink in one quick shot.
Kendril took a quiet sip of his beer. “I’ve never had a dog.”
“It’s a traditional toast,” Maklavir explained unnecessarily. He closed his eyes. “Eru, I’ve missed Valmingaard.”
“So,” said Kara as she settled back into her chair, “are we going to discuss our next move?”
Joseph pushed his empty plate forward on the table. “This Baron Dutraad is our man. He has to be the one who’s behind the assassin, and the one who wants this…what did you call it, Kendril?”
“Soulbinder,” the Ghostwalker replied quietly. He kept his hands cupped around his beer, staring at the front door of the inn from underneath the shadow of his raised hood.
“Yes,” said Maklavir, “and what is that, exactly? I think the time for being mysterious and cryptic about this whole affair is just about at an end, old chap.”
Joseph nodded. “I agree. I think we all deserve an explanation.”
Kendril paused for a long moment, staring down at his pewter mug. When he spoke, his voice was muted.
“During the great times of Despair there were pendants made, crafted from the very substance of the Void itself. They were designed to bridge the gap between the world of Zanthora and the world beyond, the realm of the spirits. They were known as Soulbinders.”
Kara leaned forward. “Spirits? You mean demons?”
Kendril gave a barely perceptible nod. “Demons. Spirits. Seteru. The old gods. They are all names for the same beings.”
Maklavir stroked his goatee thoughtfully. “This sounds like a bunch of old fairy stories to me, Kendril.”
The Ghostwalker looked over at Maklavir. “Maybe. But this pendant…the one Galla found in the ancient temple, matches the description of one of these Soulbinders. You saw it yourself, Maklavir, in the tome we found at the library.”
“And someone seems to want it enough to kill for it,” Joseph mused.
“You said these Soulbinders could bridge the gap between the Void and Zanthora,” said Kara. “How, exactly?”
Kendril crossed his arms. He glanced at the door to the common room. “The Seteru are spirit beings. To manifest themselves in the material world, here in Zanthora, is difficult for them. The Soulbinders were designed to create a link with a living being in the material world, someone to act as a host for the demon.”
Maklavir sat back in his chair. “What you are saying is insane, Kendril. Demons, Soulbinders…no rational person could believe any of this.”
“We have the record of history,” Joseph said, jabbing his finger at the table. “The Blessed Scriptures tell us—”
“Yes, well you’ll forgive me for saying so, Joseph, but not everyone holds the Blessed Scriptures with the same degree of uncritical veneration as you do.”
Joseph blanched. “History has proven the authority of the Scriptures, Maklavir. We know—”
Maklavir waved a hand. “Oh, don’t ply me with evidence, Joseph. You know very well that for every historical king or war that the Blessed Scriptures mentions, there’s some other myth or legend that makes no sense.” He glanced around the table. “All I’m saying is that we live in an age of reason, an era of rationality. The Seteru…the old gods are a product of the past, of superstition and fear. It’s hard to take any of this seriously.”
“Doesn’t reason leave any room for the supernatural?” Joseph said, continuing the argument. “For things that cannot be explained by what knowledge we happen to possess?”
“For demons manifesting themselves with the help of ancient jewels?” Maklavir shrugged. “That sounds more than a just a little far-fetched to me.”
“Then why would someone kill for this Soulbinder?” Joseph asked with a frown. 
Maklavir gave the scout a sidelong glance. “Why would someone want to summon a demon from the Void?”
“I’m going after it,” said Kendril softly, interrupting their conversation. “I have to.”
Maklavir sniffed. “You think this Soulbinder is real? That there is some grand conspiracy to bring a Seteru into Zanthora?”
“I can’t afford not to,” the Ghostwalker responded evenly.
Kara looked over at him. “All right, let’s assume for a moment that this pendant really is a Soulbinder, and this Baron Dutraad or whoever is really planning to use it for something terrible. How exactly do you intend to go about getting it back? Walk up and knock on Dutraad’s front door?”
“If I have to,” Kendril said.
“We have to figure out if Dutraad even has it all first,” said Joseph. “We can’t just barge in to his house with guns blazing.”
Maklavir gave a smile. “Actually, I’m fairly certain Kendril could do just that.”
“The only thing connecting Dutraad to the assassin is the carriage,” said Kara quickly. “And we don’t know for certain that the carriage Joseph and I found is even the same.”
“The gendarmes are already looking for us,” Maklavir added. “The last thing we need is more attention-getting.”
Kendril stared at the common room’s fireplace. “We need to get into this Dutraad’s place unnoticed and look around.”
“Now look here, Kendril,” said Maklavir. “Baron Dutraad is a powerful man in Vorten, or at least he was back when I was at court. We can’t just burglarize his town home. He practically owns his own private militia, for Eru’s sake.”
Kendril glanced over at Maklavir. “There are other ways to sneak into a man’s home.”
Joseph rubbed his chin. “You’re talking about going in undercover?”
“Oh, this is ridiculous.” Maklavir pushed his chair back and stood. Several heads in the common room turned to see what the commotion was about. “It’s always about you, isn’t it Kendril? All your little conspiracies and violent tendencies…well I’m tired of it. I’m tired of all of it. It’s just another way to get us all killed, and for what? A strange looking ruby?”
Joseph started to stand as well. “Maklavir—”
“I’m not done yet,” the diplomat snapped. “In the last week I’ve almost been eaten by giant rats, had my throat cut by an assassin, and now I’m being hunted as a criminal. I’m done. I’m through. Whatever crazy scheme you’re concocting, Kendril, you can count me out of it.” Maklavir turned in a huff, his purple cape flipping behind him.
Kendril didn’t move from where he sat in his chair. “I need you, Maklavir.”
Maklavir spun back around. “And another thing—” He stopped mid-sentence. “I beg your pardon?”
“I need you for this to work.”
Maklavir tilted his head. “For what to work?”
“Getting into Dutraad’s town house. You’re from Valmingaard. You know the people, the customs. You were a part of the royal court.”
Maklavir looked away. “I was exiled from the royal court.”
“So you have a checkered past. Nobles love that.”
The diplomat hesitated. “I don’t know, Kendril—”
“We’ll re-make you,” the Ghostwalker continued. “Get you a new set of clothes, your own carriage. You’ll be the toast of Vorten, the talk of the upper class. By the time we’re done Baron Dutraad will be honored to have you in his home.”
Maklavir was visibly taken aback. “I—I’m not sure what to—”
Kendril took a deep breath. “Please, Maklavir. You’re the only one who can pull this off.”
Maklavir gave Kendril a probing look. “You’re really that desperate?”
“Yes.”
The diplomat thought for a moment. “So…new clothes, you say?”
“This will be expensive,” Joseph said in a low voice. “It might take most of the coins we have left.”
“So we have Kara swipe some valuables from Baron Dutraad once we’re inside,” said Kendril coolly. “Maybe we’ll even make a profit.”
Kara gave a smug smile. “Finally.”
Joseph glanced over at the red-headed thief. “We can’t—I mean we shouldn’t—”
Kendril smiled at Kara. “We’ll talk about it later,” he said with a wink.
Maklavir walked back to the table and sat down again. He gave Kendril a measured look. “You’re serious about this? This pendant is this important to you?”
The Ghostwalker returned his gaze. “Absolutely.”
Maklavir nodded slowly. “Alright then. I’m in. But I still think this whole idea is a complete waste of time.”
Kendril looked over at the other two inquiringly.
“A chance for burglary? You’ve got my vote,” Kara said with a sparkle in her eyes.
Joseph paused for a moment, thinking. “This will all take time,” he said. “We might not have it.”
“I’d say we have until the next new moon,” said Kendril.
Maklavir raised his eyebrows. “I’d ask you how in Zanthora you know that, but I don’t think I even want to know.”
“Alright,” said Joseph, “you have my support, Kendril. If you say this Soulbinder is worth tracking down, then I trust you.”
Kendril looked over at his friend, a surprised look on his face.
Kara cocked her head. “What’s wrong?”
The Ghostwalker looked down at the table. “Nothing. It’s just…it’s been a long time since I’ve heard someone say that to me.”
“Well,” said Maklavir smoothly, “if it makes you feel any better you won’t hear it from me.”
Kendril gave a sardonic smile. “Thank you, Maklavir. I appreciate that.”
Kara clapped her hands eagerly. “So, where do we start?”
Kendril pulled his chair closer to the table. “Listen up,” he said. “This is my plan…”
 



Chapter 14
 
“What about this one?”
Kendril turned, then weaved his way through the hulking pieces of snow-covered junk that filled the yard. 
Kara brushed some ice off the side of what had once been a carriage. She gave an apologetic shrug. “At least it’s got three out of four wheels.”
Kendril ducked down and looked under the vehicle’s bottom. “Hmm. Rear axle’s busted. Suspension springs are pretty badly rusted.”
There was a loud squeal as Kara forced open the side door. “Ugh,” she said, crinkling her nose. “I don’t think you even want to look inside.”
Kendril straightened. “We have to find something we can fix up in a week or less.”
“At least Senna is letting us use that old warehouse in back of her tavern.” Kara ran a gloved hand over the broken carriage’s wheel. “What do you think the story between her and Maklavir is, anyway?”
Kendril scowled. “The less I know, the better.” He looked in through the open door. “That’s a lot of mold.”
“I wonder if Maklavir has ever actually been in a real relationship,” Kara mused. “You know, a girlfriend, wife…even a long term mistress.” She moved around the back of the carriage. “He’s really quite sweet. But his relationships just seem so…shallow.”
“Believe me,” said Kendril with a grunt, “I try to think about Maklavir and his relationships as little as humanly possible.” He leaned his head inside the coach. “We could tear this out, re-line the upholstery, repaint it…It doesn’t have to be perfect, just pass muster for a day or two.”
“I wonder if he got hurt.” Kara stepped to the other side of the carriage. She looked at Kendril through the open window on the other side. “That would explain a lot.”
Kendril tugged on one of the molded seats. “I’m not sure if anything would really explain Maklavir.” He gave the redhead a coy glance. “Besides, I would think that you would find Joseph’s love life a little more interesting to talk about.”
Kara blushed a bright red. She stepped back from the carriage’s window. “I think this could work,” she said with a nod toward the vehicle.
The Ghostwalker sighed. His eyes wandered over the wreck. “We certainly can’t afford to buy a new carriage. We’ll have to get a new wheel on this, then tow it back to the warehouse after dark.”
The thief smiled. “I’m sure Simon will love that.”
“He’s been getting too soft lately. A little hard work will be good for him.” Kendril gave one of the wheels a kick. Ice tumbled off the wooden rim. “I caught Senna giving him flenshi buns last night.”
Kara came around the side of the carriage. She gave Kendril a questioning look. “Senna…do you trust her?”
Kendril looked around, his eyes lighting on a nearby pile of junk. “More than I trust Maklavir.” He stepped over to the heap, and began rummaging through the snow-covered garbage. “If she wanted to turn us in to the gendarmes, she could have done it already. Besides, like you said, she and Maklavir have history.”
Kara crossed her arms. “That’s what worries me.”
Kendril pulled out an ice-encrusted wheel. “We don’t have a lot of other options, do we?” He turned over the wheel in his hands. “Hmm. We can fix the rim on this, then come back here later and attach it to the carriage.” He nodded to himself. “With luck we can start work on this tonight.”
Kara shivered as a cold wind cut through the yard. “This whole infiltration scheme of yours…you really think Maklavir is up to it?”
Kendril straightened up. “I trust him to get us into Dutraad’s manor.” He looked over at her. “I trust a thief to actually find the Soulbinder and get it back.”
“Well,” said Kara, “it sounds like you’ve got this all figured out, haven’t you?” She glanced back at the wrecked carriage behind them. “So where is Maklavir, anyways?”
“Hopefully,” said Kendril as he lifted the broken wheel, “doing something useful.”
 
“It’s no use. The documents are legitimate. The justice won’t bend.”
Baron Dutraad fumed silently, his fists balled on the top of the polished wooden table. His mustache bristled as his face contorted. He stood back up to his full height. “It’s my land.”
The elderly barrister, a man named Alfin, turned from the fireplace. “Not according to the title deed.” He clasped and unclasped his hands nervously behind his back. “I am sorry, my lord, but Sir Pekerin’s claim is impossible to refute. He has the paperwork—”
Dutraad turned from the desk in fury, his gaunt figure pacing back and forth across the chamber’s floor. From the room’s open door came the constant low mutter of voices echoing in the hallway just outside, a constant presence in the Vorten courthouse.
“We could appeal,” Alfin continued. He shrugged. “That could take months, however. The request would have to travel to Varnost, and then—”
“Vesuna’s blood, what do I pay you for?” Dutraad turned to the window and rocked back and forth on his heels. “Pekerin forged that document somehow. I know it. His family has never been near that land. They never staked a claim to it. Now suddenly he comes up with this…deed.” Dutraad swung around, his face menacing. “He’s cheating me, Alfin. I won’t stand for it.”
Alfin opened his mouth, but said nothing.
“You don’t have to stand for it, my lord.”
Dutraad whipped his head towards the door of the chamber.
A tall, clean-shaven man, finely dressed with a red cape, leaned against the door frame.
“Who the devil are you?” Dutraad snapped.
“Maklavir,” he said easily, “formerly of the royal court in Varnost.” He stepped into the room. “And you, unless I am very much mistaken, are Baron Dutraad. It is an honor to meet you, sir.”
Dutraad turned his back. “I’m in the middle of something, Makladden.”
“Maklavir,” the diplomat corrected smoothly. He rubbed his smooth face, grimacing slightly as he remembered his lost goatee. “And you’re right. I had a look at Pekerin’s deed, and it is undoubtedly a forgery.”
Alfin’s mouth dropped open. “How in Zanthora did you see that? This is a private case, with decision still pend—”
Maklavir shrugged. “Justice Tenroliv and I go way back. I sponsored his son to the Royal Diplomatic Corps several years ago.” He flopped down into a chair by the table.
Dutraad watched him with a cold and measured stare. “This forgery? You can prove it?”
Maklavir kicked up his feet casually on the table, then folded his hands behind his head. “Not really. It’s a sharp job.”
Alfin snorted. “Then how do you know it’s a fake?”
Maklavir looked up at the gray-haired man. “Trust me, when you have worked with legal documents as long as I have, you can spot a fake even if you can’t prove it.”
The obviously-much older barrister stiffened. He looked over imploringly at Dutraad. “I beg you, my lord, have this man ejected and let us get back to the matter at hand. We need—”
Dutraad raised a hand, and Alfin fell silent. “Leave us,” he said quietly.
Alfin gave a relieved nod. “Yes. Now, my lord, we must—”
Dutraad didn’t look at him. “Not him. You.”
The elderly barrister gaped at Dutraad in astonishment, then looked over at Maklavir.
The young diplomat gave an apologetic smile.
Alfin gathered some papers off the table, gave Dutraad once last look, then exited the room. He closed the door softly behind him.
“Did Pekerin send you?” Dutraad asked.
“Great Eru, no,” said Maklavir scornfully. “Quite the opposite, old man. I’m here to help you.”
Dutraad gave the thinnest of smiles. “You’ll forgive me if I’m a bit skeptical. Your arrival here seems more than a little convenient.”
Maklavir uncrossed his arms and pressed the fingertips of his hands together. “I prefer to say fortuitous.”
Dutraad rose from the chair and walked to the fireplace. He adjusted a bust on the mantle. “You claim that Pekerin’s documents are fake, but you can’t prove it.”
“Not in a court of law, no.”
Dutraad turned. “Then you can’t help me.”
“That, my lord, is where you are mistaken.” Maklavir sat up in the chair, swinging his feet down off the table. “Give me thirty minutes and I guarantee you that the land will remain yours.”
The baron turned his attention back to the marble bust. He fingered it idly. “You seem very confident. How do you intend to disprove Pekerin’s claim?”
Maklavir gave a sly smile. “No offense, my lord, but if I told you that now I’d be surrendering a winning hand before collecting the pot, as it were.”
Dutraad cocked his head towards the diplomat. “And what ‘pot’ did you have in mind?”
“A thousand sovereigns,” said Maklavir. “A pittance, I think you will agree, especially given the value of the land in question. Not to mention the cost of the legal fees you’ll be saving.”
Dutraad smiled mirthlessly. “You’re quite the gambler, Maklavir.”
“I like to think so,” he replied calmly.
The baron stroked his mustache. He looked back at the roaring fire. “You have a deal. Give me the pertinent information and I will pass it on to Alfin.”
“Your barrister is a venerable fool,” Maklavir said without a hint of emotion. “I don’t trust him to be able to pull this off successfully. I’ll do this myself, or not at all. Those are my terms.”
Dutraad moved back to the table and sat down in a chair opposite from Maklavir. He stared shrewdly at the diplomat for a long moment. 
“You’re not in this for the money,” the baron said after a long moment. It wasn’t a question.
“No,” said Maklavir instantly.
“What is it that you really want?” Dutraad measured Maklavir carefully with his eyes. 
“A patron.” 
Dutraad nodded slowly. “There was a Maklavir at the court of King Luxium, if I remember correctly. A terrible scandal. It was in all the bulletins at the time. Even earned a mention in the state notices.” The baron lowered his eyebrows. “That Maklavir was exiled from the court.”
Maklavir leaned forward. “It has been several years since then,” he said softly. “I am ready to come back to Valmingaard, to step into public life again. Nothing extreme, just a little job here in Valmingaard as a barrister. I cannot imagine the King would begrudge me that.”
Dutraad’s eyes flashed. “The King can be quite petty, and holds onto a grudge for a long while. If you spent any time around him, you should know that.”
“Exile has been hard on me,” said Maklavir simply. “I want to come back, to settle down in my old country again.” His face changed for a moment, torn with emotions. “I’ve…wanted it more than anything else.”
Dutraad glanced out the window at the swirling snow and passing traffic of the street. “I can’t do it, Maklavir. It’s too risky for me.”
Maklavir put both his hands on the table. “Baron Dutraad, you are the most powerful man in Valmingaard. If I had your support, I could establish myself again in this city, start anew—”
“If the King discovered I was helping a man he had exiled, he would ruin me,” said Dutraad, still gazing out the window.
Maklavir stood. “It’s a gamble, my lord. But I can promise you this. If you support me, I will provide you with free legal and business consultation for as long as you wish, starting with resolving this land dispute right here and now. If you know my prior reputation, then you also know that I am a barrister of great skill. And if you have any doubts on that matter, I can settle them today.”
Dutraad swiveled his head back to face Maklavir. “You will need to keep a low profile. No scandals. Nothing to draw attention to yourself. If the King takes notice of you, I will disown you, publicly and brutally.”
Maklavir took a deep breath, then gave a quick nod. “Understood.”
“You have thirty minutes,” Dutraad continued. “Resolve this land issue for me, Maklavir, and I will provide you with both your money and your patronage. You have my word.”
Maklavir stood, and gave a sweeping bow. “Your generosity is too great, my lord.”
The baron kept his eyes fixed on the diplomat. “I should warn you, Maklavir, that I am not a man to be crossed. If I find that you have cheated me, or that you are in league with one of my enemies—”
Maklavir gave an understanding smile. “Then you will have me ruined?”
A chilling look came into Dutraad’s eyes. “Don’t be foolish, Maklavir. I cannot ruin a man who has already been ruined. But I can find other ways to…punish you.”
Maklavir swallowed.
“Thirty minutes,” said Dutraad with a glance up at the ticking clock fastened near the door.
“I’ll have it done in ten,” said Maklavir casually. He moved to the door.
“Maklavir?”
The diplomat paused and turned back towards Dutraad. “My lord?”
“How do you intend to counter Pekerin’s claim?”
He grinned. “I can’t give away all my secrets, now can I? It’s all legal, and merely a matter of understanding the fine print. So much of this work is.”
Dutraad folded his hands in front of him. “Candle Ice is in five days. I would be honored if you would consider coming to my manor house here in town and staying for the duration of the festivities. It would be an excellent time to introduce you to some influential friends of mine.”
Maklavir dipped his head. “You are too kind, my lord.”
“Some will undoubtedly recognize you from your time spent at court. Are you married?”
The diplomat paused for only the briefest moment. “As it happens, my lord, I am.”
“Good. Bring your wife with you when you come. She will undoubtedly go far to show the nobles here in Vorten that you are not reckless young man you once were.”
“Yes, my lord. And thank you.” Maklavir bowed again, then stepped out into the hallway.
 
Kendril lifted his head at the sound of the knock. He put one hand on the handle of his pistol, then nodded over at Joseph.
The scout scooted over against the wooden wall of the warehouse. He peeked out between two boards, visibly relaxed, then opened the side door.
Maklavir came inside, his face red against the cold. “About time,” he grumbled. “It’s freezing out there.”
Kendril took his hand away from the butt of his pistol and turned back to the carriage. A lantern resting on a crate next to him cast a flickering glow over the large room.
Joseph pulled his greatcoat closer around him. “Not much better in here, I’m afraid. It’s hard to keep a warehouse warm.”
“Yes,” Maklavir agreed as he moved past a stack of old boxes. His breath steamed out into the cold air of the room. “No fireplace. By the way, I’m in.”
Kara scooted her head out from underneath the carriage. Her face was smeared with grime and dirt. “You’re in? Already?”
“Well, not in exactly…” He spread his hands. “But I have an invitation to Dutraad’s manor, in five days. For the Candle Ice celebration.”
“Five days,” Kendril repeated. He looked the carriage up and down. “We might be able to do it.”
Joseph shook his head in amazement. “You weren’t even gone six hours. How did you manage to get an invitation from Baron Dutraad that quickly?”
The diplomat beamed. “Yes, I impress even myself sometimes.”
Kara rose to her feet. She rubbed her dirty hands off on her trouser legs. “Apparently you also had enough time for a shave and new clothes.”
Maklavir looked down at his clothes, and subconsciously rubbed his face. “Yes, well I thought that a change might be in order, considering that half of the city’s gendarmes are hunting for a man with a goatee and a purple cape.”
Kendril leaned inside the carriage. “So you got a red cape instead. Brilliant.”
Maklavir frowned. “Well, someone’s in a bad mood. I thought you of all people would be pleased about all this.” He turned, the red cape floating behind him. “I do miss the purple, though.”
Kendril’s voice sounded hollow from inside the carriage. “It definitely brought out your eyes.” He re-emerged, rubbing his sleeve across his face. “And how much did all this cost?”
Maklavir moved over to an uneven table set up by the carriage. “Not much. Did I also happen to mention that I made a thousand sovereigns today?”
Kara gaped at the diplomat. “Tuldor’s beard, what counting house did you rob to get that kind of cash?”
“Don’t get too excited,” said Maklavir as he plucked a flenshi bun off the table. “I already gave some to Senna to cover our expenses here. And of course a lot of the money will have to go right back into purchasing clothes.”
Kendril glared at him.
Maklavir took a bite of the bun. “Please, Kendril, if you want me to play a nobleman I have to dress like one. I’ll need at least one change of clothes for each day. Kara will need even more.”
Joseph froze. “Kara?”
The redhead looked over at Kendril. “I thought I was going as a servant?”
Maklavir weighed the flenshi philosophically in his hand. “Yes, well, I was meaning to tell you all about that—”
Kendril furrowed his brow. “Maklavir—”
“I told Dutraad that I was married,” Maklavir blurted. “I didn’t really have a choice. He was making it very clear that, well, with my past and all—”
Kendril passed a hand over his face. “That all the other nobles in Vorten would be nervous of you stealing their wives away from them. Unless you have a woman of your own on your arm.”
“Well…yes.”
Kara glanced over at Kendril. “Hold on. Now I’m supposed to go as Maklavir’s wife?”
“Absolutely not!” Joseph said.
Kara gave the scout a harsh look. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
Joseph opened and closed his mouth, momentarily flustered. “Nothing, I—I just meant that you couldn’t…I mean you can’t—”
Kendril stared at the warehouse floor in thought. “It might actually make things easier.” He looked up at the redhead. “It would get you inside the manor, anyway, and you could keep an eye on Maklavir.”
The diplomat gave a relieved nod. “Exactly. Wait, what?”
“Kendril,” said Kara haltingly, “I—I don’t know if I can do this. I don’t know anything about high society. I don’t know what fork to use, I don’t know how to address a nobleman, I…I—” She glanced down at her dirt-stained trousers and frayed vest. “Well, look at me.”
“We have five days to teach you,” Kendril commented quietly. He gave a half-smile. “And get you cleaned up.”
Joseph looked at Maklavir, then back over at Kendril. “Alright, so Kara is going as Maklavir’s wife. What about us?”
“Servants,” said Kendril. “Now let’s get to work. We’ve only got five days.”
“Yes,” said Maklavir. “You know, I’m actually looking forward to this. I’ve heard tales of Baron Dutraad’s Candle Ice celebrations. Apparently they get more lavish every year.”
Kara crinkled her brow. “Wait. Candle Ice? What’s that?”
Maklavir chuckled. “My dear Kara, we do have a lot to teach you.”
“Right,” said Kendril curtly. He turned back to the carriage. “And the clock is ticking. So let’s get working.”
 
Kendril stepped out into the alley. He glanced up and down the small street, one hand resting firmly on his holstered pistol.
It was dark. Above the stars blazed out in the cold Valmingaard night. The persistent gray clouds and near-constant swirl of white snowflakes that had lasted the last few days had finally vanished, but it was still bitterly cold.
Across the way came dull throb of noise from Senna’s inn. Light spilled out of one of the windows, sparkling off the snow bank. Somewhere in the distance a dog barked loudly.
Kendril sidled down the side of the warehouse, his eyes searching the darkness of the alley.
Behind him he heard the door open and shut.
Kendril turned.
Joseph walked up to him, breathing into his hands. “Cold night.”
The Ghostwalker nodded, his eyes already examining the darkness again. “Yes.”
“Too bad we can’t stay in the inn.”
“Too dangerous,” Kendril said brusquely.
“I know.” Joseph gave his friend a keen glance. “What are you doing out here this late?”
Kendril gestured to the alleyway. “Thought I’d take a look around before turning in. I guess I’m just a little restless.”
Joseph smiled. “I took a look around myself just ten minutes ago. You’ll be happy to know there were no strange tracks or signs of intruders that I could detect. Unless you count two stray cats, a mongrel dog, and some rats.”
Kendril shuddered. “Don’t talk to me about rats.”
The scout pulled his greatcoat closer around him. “Don’t worry, these were of the common variety.” His face turned serious. “You know you’re sending her into a den of vipers.”
Kendril didn’t pretend not to know who Joseph was talking about. “Kara is a big girl, Joseph. She can take care of herself.”
“I know, it’s just—” Joseph cast a cautionary glance back towards the warehouse door. “I have a bad feeling about this. About all of it. The Soulbinder, the assassin, Dutraad…” He clenched his teeth. “Remember Balneth? This feels even worse. If that vision you had was real, if this is really the start of, well of—”
“I’m not happy about this any more than you,” Kendril said in a low voice. “But Kara can handle herself. If anyone ends up getting killed, it will be Maklavir.”
“Look, I know that this Soulbinder is important. You don’t have to convince me of that. But Kara—” He stopped, his voice trailing off uncertainly. 
Kendril looked squarely at his friend. “Kara is important to you,” he finished.
Joseph shuffled his feet nervously. “Yes.”
The Ghostwalker laid a gloved hand on Joseph’s shoulder. “I promise you, Joseph, I won’t let any harm come to her. Not while I have any power to prevent it.”
The scout visibly relaxed. “Thank you.”
Kendril removed his hand. “Though at the rate you’re moving, she’ll be an old maid before you make a move.”
Joseph squirmed. “I’m—I’m just biding my time. You know, I don’t want to rush things, or say the wrong thing, or—” He sighed. “Eru in Pelos, I guess I’m just afraid.”
“Well, better not wait too long.” Kendril turned back to the warehouse door. “She’ll be a married woman in five days.”
 



Chapter 15
 
“Candle Ice is an ancient Valmingaard festival. It dates back several hundred years.” Maklavir paused, scratching his chin. “Actually, I doubt anyone knows exactly when it began. The first occurrence I can think of was in the reign of King Norikalis, when his son—”
Kara fidgeted awkwardly from where she sat on a nearby crate. She looked over at Kendril with a face of quiet desperation.
The Ghostwalker sighed. “This isn’t a university lecture, Maklavir. Why don’t you skip to the important details?”
“What? Oh, yes, of course.” Maklavir turned back towards Kara. “I guess what is important to know is that there are three main events in any Candle Ice celebration. First, there is a lavish feast which traditionally features a cooked goose—”
Joseph plucked his head up from where he leaned against the warehouse wall. “Goose?”
“Yes,” said Maklavir, irritated at being interrupted. “If you really want me to explain all the historical and cultural facets behind every detail of Candle Ice I certainly can, but if you want me to abbreviate in the interests of time—”
Kendril held up his gloved hands in surrender. “By all means, Maklavir, abbreviate away.”
Kara stared down at the place setting spread out on the top of a large crate before her. “So, there’s a dinner—”
“Not just a dinner,” Maklavir corrected. “A feast of epic proportions. The meal can easily take hours. Then there is the dance.”
Kara’s face paled. “A dance?”
Maklavir paced in front of the crate, his red cape floating behind him. “Yes. It is traditional to wear white for the evening.” He gave the redheaded girl a measured glance. “We’ll have to get you a special gown for the occasion, I think. I know a few excellent tailors in the city. Some of the best in Valmingaard. Once they take your measurements, I’m sure they can create something stunning for the occasion.”
“Oh, sure,” said Kendril with more than a tinge of sarcasm in his voice. “Because I’m sure that won’t cost a lot of money or anything. Let’s buy her two so we have a backup just in case.”
Maklavir crossed his arms. “If Kara is going to walk into that ballroom she will have to be dressed as a noblewoman. And yes, that will indeed cost a good sum of money. No sense complaining about it now. Don’t make me remind you, this whole thing was your idea, not mine.”
Kara looked as if she was going to be ill.
“It wasn’t my idea to have Kara go along as your wife,” Kendril snapped. “That little bit of genius was all yours.”
Maklavir rolled his eyes. “I already told you, there was no other way.”
Joseph pushed away from the wall. “And what if Dutraad sees right through her? The game will be up before it—”
Kara jumped to her feet. “I need some air.” She brushed by a startled Maklavir and headed towards the side door.
Joseph turned towards Kara with genuine concern on his face. “Kara, wait—”
She disappeared outside. The door slammed shut behind her.
Joseph gave a nearby crate an angry kick. He whirled on Maklavir. “Now look what you did.”
Maklavir threw back his shoulders. “Me? What on Zanthora have I done?”
“You—you—” Joseph sputtered angrily, reaching for words, “you married her!”
“Yes,” said Maklavir drily, “well between you and me I was been hoping for a happier honeymoon than this.”
Joseph’s face turned purple.
“Enough,” said Kendril. He stepped between both of them. “Maklavir, you said Kara will need dresses.”
“Yes. At least two,” the diplomat replied. His eyes were still on Joseph.
“Then start now. Get to whatever tailor shop you think is best and start ordering.”
Maklavir looked at Kendril, his expression still sulky. “I need Kara for that. There need to be measurements, and—”
“Oh please, Maklavir.” Kendril gave the diplomat a sidelong glance. “You’ve been around Kara long enough that you know her measurements by heart, and we all know it.”
Joseph straightened. “We do? He does?”
Maklavir straightened his cape. “Yes, well, I suppose Kara can’t exactly walk into an upscale tailor shop the way she’s dressed right now anyway.” He gave Joseph another nasty look, then headed out the door himself.
“I’m going to go find Kara,” said Joseph.
“No, you’re not,” said Kendril firmly. “You’re going to get back to work on that carriage. I’ll go find Kara and talk to her.”
The scout bristled. “Why you and not me?”
Kendril looked his friend in the eyes. “Because what you have to say right now is not what she needs to hear.” He looked back at the dilapidated carriage. “And because you are a lot better at fixing that thing than I am.”
Joseph managed a reluctant half-smile. “You got me there.” He looked at the warehouse door. “Maklavir sure is an idiot sometimes, isn’t he?”
Kendril moved past him towards the door. “You’re just realizing that now?”
 
The common room was nearly empty. Outside it had begun to snow again, the flakes flicking softly against the windows. 
Senna stepped in front of Kendril. She threw a towel over her shoulder. “She’s over there, in the corner.”
Kendril nodded his thanks to the buxom woman. He moved out into the smoke-filled common room, weaving his way towards the table by the fire where the red-headed woman sat.
“I figured it would be Joseph,” Kara said as Kendril came up. “Or maybe Maklavir.” She looked up at him. “You were a distant third.”
Kendril pulled out a chair across the table and sat down.
Kara looked away, staring out the window.
Senna came up to the table. “You two going to at least look like customers?” she asked with a smile.
Kendril looked up at the innkeeper. “Bring me an ale.”
“Me too.” Kara lifted her eyebrows at Kendril. “Or am I only allowed to drink fine wine now?”
Kendril turned his head back to Senna. “Two ales.”
The blonde woman smiled and turned back to the bar.
“So…” Kendril began as soon as she was out of earshot.
“So,” said Kara hotly, “Maklavir is an idiot.”
“That’s not news,” said Kendril thoughtfully. He folded his hands on the table. “In fact, Joseph said the same thing not five minutes ago. I don’t think that was what was bothering him, and I don’t think it’s what’s bothering you.”
“No. You want to know what’s bothering me?” 
Kara turned her head away as Senna came up and deposited two beer mugs on the table. As soon as the woman had left, she started again in a lower voice.
“What’s bothering me is that suddenly I’m expected to act like Maklavir’s blue-blooded wife for some huge important festival, and no one even bothered to ask me about it first.”
Kendril spread his hands. “I admit, it was stupid of him. But you can do this. We just need--”
“Need to what?” she cut in. “Teach me how to act like a prim and proper lady in four days?”
Kendril was silent a moment. “Is that what’s bothering you?”
“Yes. No.” She fell back in her seat with a defeated sigh. “I don’t know. It’s just…” She paused, the thoughts forming in her head.
Kendril waited patiently.
“All my life I’ve lived on the streets,” she said. Her voice was so soft that Kendril could barely hear it. “I used to watch the ladies of New Marlin when I was just a girl. Riding by in their carriages, strolling out of the theaters, perusing the shops.” She stared morosely at her ale. “I used to love them and hate them all at the same time. I wanted to be them, and I despised them all the same. They were born in privilege, I was born with nothing. I would have given anything—” She stopped, her voice faltering. “In the Howling Woods, when Torin and I set up camp there, I used to enjoy it when we found some proper ladies travelling through the woods. It didn’t happen too often, of course, but when it did—” She looked out the window. “Well, it felt like payback when we robbed them.” Kara turned her head back to Kendril. “And now I’m supposed to pretend to be one. I—I don’t know if I can do it.”
Kendril sipped his ale. “Joseph told me about your little stunt at the carriage yard. He said you were more than convincing.”
Kara shook her head vehemently. “That was different. That was like a con, like—”
“So is this.” Kendril set his ale down. “It’s exactly the same. It’s a con, Kara. Just on a bigger scale.”
“But it’s not the same,” the thief blurted. “A con relies on gaining your mark’s confidence. You have to know your stuff, convince the mark you’re the real thing. Well here I’m going to have dozens of marks, and all of them can spot gutter trash like me from a mile away. How am I supposed to convince them that I’m one of them? What if I use the wrong fork? What if I address someone by the wrong title? What if—”
“Kara.” Kendril put one of his gloved hands on top of hers. “You can do this. I know you can. You have four days to learn what you need to know. That’s plenty of time, believe me.”
Kara balled her other hand into a fist. “I don’t know, Kendril. Maklavir—”
“Forget Maklavir. We’ll let him worry about clothes and Valmingaard winter festivals. I can teach you everything you need to know to fool the aristocrats at Dutraad’s gathering.”
The redhead arched an eyebrow. “You can?”
Kendril gave a somewhat embarrassed shrug. “I…know enough to get you by. Let’s leave it at that.”
Kara sighed and stared up at the ceiling. “It seems I’m just surrounded by mysterious men.” She tilted her head back at Kendril. “You really think I can do this?”
“I’ve seen you put an arrow through a squirrel’s eye at a hundred paces. This should be easy in comparison.” He lifted his pewter mug. “To Candle Ice, or whatever the Void it’s called.”
The thief smiled despite herself. She lifted her own mug and clinked it against Kendril’s.
They both took a drink, then plunked the mugs back down on the table.
Kara looked up. The smile on her face disappeared.
Kendril didn’t turn his head. “What is it?” he asked quietly.
She glanced down quickly at the table, trying to look unconcerned. “Four gendarmes,” she whispered. “They just entered.”
They could hear the officers now, loudly ordering drinks and banging their hands on the table.
Kendril’s hand tightened on his mug. “Are they looking this way?”
Kara waited a moment, then glanced casually in the direction of the door. 
Two of the gendarmes were looking with growing interest in their direction.
“Yes.” She felt the hilt of the dagger at her belt, wishing she had her bow instead.
“We should go.” Kendril gave the back door of the inn a quick look. “Can’t be seen going out the back. We’ll have to go out the front.”
All four of the gendarmes had turned in their direction now. 
Kara pretended to take another long drink of her beer, speaking into the mug. “We’ll have to walk right past them.”
“I know.” Kendril got up, and tossed a coin on the table. The hilt of his short swords flashed as he drew back his cloak. “If fighting starts,” he said in a low, calm tone, “I want you to run.”
“Ashes I will.” Kara got up out of her seat.
“Follow me.” Kendril turned and walked towards the inn’s door.
Kara trailed behind. She couldn’t help a quick glance at the gendarmes’ table.
The men were all staring at them. They were speaking in low tones. Kara couldn’t overhear what they were saying,
Kendril pushed his way out the front door into the sharp cold air. He waited for Kara, then shut the door behind him.
They both walked into the frozen, snow-covered street, moving quickly between the rows of old wooden buildings that teetered on both sides.
Kara breathed a silent sigh of relief.
Behind them the inn door opened.
Kara didn’t glance behind her. She didn’t need to.
There came the heavy crackling of large boots breaking through the crust of ice that covered the snow.
Without a word Kendril pushed back his cloak and snatched the handle of one of his pistols.
Kara laughed.
Startled, the Ghostwalker whipped his head around towards her.
She grabbed him by the shoulders, and swung him around into the side of a nearby building. 
He stared at her in dumb confusion. “Ka—”
Kara pushed her body up against him, and threw her arms around his neck. “Why you are a dirty, dirty man, Loren!” she exclaimed, loud enough for the whole street to hear. “You’re lucky you’re so handsome.”
She kissed him.
They stayed locked there for a moment, their bodies warm against each other in the chilly afternoon.
Kara pulled away with another tinkling laugh. “That’s just a taste, you scoundrel. Now let’s get home.”
It was all Kendril could do to nod dumbly. 
She pulled him back into the street, and hooked her arm into his.
They continued walking down the street.
Behind them they heard some low grunting of voices. A door opened and shut.
Kendril risked a glance back. “They’re gone,” he said quietly.
Kara ducked into an alleyway off the street. 
Kendril followed, leaning up against the side of a building. He exhaled, his breath streaming out white. “I think that surprised me as much as it did the gendarmes.”
The redhead craned her head to look out into the street. “Sorry. It’s your own fault, though.” 
Kendril rubbed the back of his gloved hand across his face. “Just how exactly do you figure that?”
She looked over at him. “You were about to start shooting. There’s no way we could have gotten out of there alive. I had to think of something.”
“And kissing me is the best idea you could come up with?”
Kara cocked her head. “We’re alive, aren’t we?” She stepped towards the middle of the alley. “Just…don’t tell the others. I don’t think they’d understand.”
Kendril pushed away from the wall. “You mean Joseph. And no, I don’t think he would.” He ran the edge of his hand over his lips, then stared down at his gloved fingers.
The redheaded woman gave him a teasing smile. “Are you okay? You act like you’ve never—” She froze, her face whitening. “Oh, Eru. Great Eru in Pelos, I forgot.”
Kendril nodded, staring down at the snow. “That’s the first time I’ve touched a woman in…well, a long time.”
“I’m so sorry,” Kara said. She pushed the hair back from her face. “I can’t believe I—I just forgot, I wasn’t thinking…” She shook her head violently. “I’m so stupid. What happens now? What do you have to do?”
The Ghostwalker gave her a chilling look. “I have to kill you. Then I shoot myself.”
Kara opened her mouth in astonishment.
A thin smile passed over Kendril’s face. “Just kidding.”
The redhead crossed her arms and glared at the Ghostwalker. “That’s not funny.”
“It’s a little funny.” Kendril glanced back out at the street. Nothing was moving. “Technically, you touched me. And there were extenuating circumstances.”
Kara paused a beat, her arms still folded. “That’s it?”
Kendril shrugged. “That’s it.”
“So all those vows of yours…?” She scrunched her eyebrows in confusion. “They don’t actually mean anything?”
Kendril fastened her with a hard gaze. “They mean everything.” He motioned down the alleyway. “Come on, let’s go.”
The beautiful thief stepped up beside him. “Well, if it makes you feel any better, it was like kissing my brother.”
“Oh, thanks,” said Kendril sarcastically. He stepped around a pile of snow-covered debris. “That makes me feel a lot better.”
“It’s your fault anyways,” Kara continued. “Half the city is looking for a man meeting your description, and you can’t even bother to change your clothes.”
Kendril reached the end of the alley, and looked out carefully into the next street. “My cloak is the uniform of my order, Kara.”
“It doesn’t mean you have to wear it all the time. Look at Maklavir. He changed his clothes. And shaved his goatee.”
“Maklavir looks for any excuse possible to buy new clothes.” He grabbed Kara by the arm and pulled her out into the street. “Come, on, we’ll go in the back way.”
“You might look good in a goatee,” she said briskly. “Maybe you should grow one.”
They reached the other side of the street, and slipped into a space between two warehouses.
“I’ll leave the facial hair changes to Maklavir, thank you very much,” said Kendril. He stepped towards the back of the warehouse, his boots shuffling through the deep snow.
Behind him, Kara suddenly stopped.
Kendril looked back, an irritated look on his face. “Are you coming?”
“What was her name?” she asked.
Kendril blinked. “What?”
“The woman. What was her name?”
The Ghostwalker bit his lip and glanced away awkwardly. “You mean Jade--?”
Kara lowered her voice. “Not her.”
Kendril spun his head back around. A fire simmered in his eyes. “How do you know there was a woman?”
She crossed her arms again. “Please, give me some credit.” She gave him a sympathetic look. “So what was her name?”
He tapped the hilt of his sword. “Celeste.”
Kara looked down at the ground. “Did you love her?”
Kendril nodded slowly. “Yes.”
She looked back up at the dark-cloaked man. “So…what exactly--?”
“I don’t want to talk about it,” Kendril said abruptly. “Let’s go.”
The redhead pushed a little further. “Is she the reason why you’re wearing…that?” She gestured to his black cloak.
“I said I don’t want to talk about it,” Kendril snapped. “Now come on.”
They moved around towards the rear of the warehouse, tromping heavily through the snow. Crisp white flakes began to fall again from the gray sky above, gently pelting their faces and raised hoods.
“This weather,” Kendril grumbled. “How can anyone manage to live in this Eru-forsaken—”
Kara grabbed the Ghostwalker’s arm. “There,” she said with a nod of her head. Her voice was barely above a whisper.
Kendril followed her gaze.
Just ahead of them was the back door to their warehouse, the one that they didn’t use. 
There were several deep footsteps in the snow around the entrance.
Kendril yanked out his pistol. He listened for a moment. “No sounds of working in there.”
Kara felt her heart stop. She reached for her dagger.
“That all you have?” Kendril asked with a contemptuous glance at her weapon.
“I guess I’m not a walking arsenal like you,” she shot back.
“Get back,” said Kendril. His voice hissed out in the cold air. “I’ll go first.”
Kara didn’t argue. “Fine with me.”
The Ghostwalker stepped forward, stepping softly through the deep snow. He sidled up against the back of the warehouse, a pistol in each hand.
For a moment he listened against the door, straining to hear any noise from inside.
Kara crouched beside him, her dagger out and ready. It looked woefully small in her gloved hand.
Kendril glanced back at the young woman, then motioned with the barrel of his pistol at the back door.
Kara nodded.
Kendril kicked the door hard.
The wood cracked as part of the frame shattered. The door burst open.
The Ghostwalker swept inside, both pistols lowered.
Something moved directly to his left, just inside the door. A cloaked, hooded figure leapt forward and grabbed at Kendril’s arm.
They scuffled for a moment. Kendril’s pistol banged off in the semi-darkness of the warehouse, the bullet drilling into the ceiling above.
Kara started forward, her dagger at the ready.
With a snarl Kendril pistol-whipped his attacker across the face with the barrel of his spent pistol.
The hooded figure fell back with a cry of pain.
Kendril brought down the other gun, tossing his fired pistol to the floor. His free hand reached for the hilt of his sword.
Kara leapt up beside him, ready to cover his exposed flank.
At least a half dozen more figures emerged from the shadows of the warehouse, cloaked and hooded. There was the dull gleam of a blade being drawn.
“Wait!” Joseph appeared from behind the coach, his hand held out in front of him.
Kendril trained his gun on the nearest hooded figure.
Kara hesitated, her hand still clutching her knife.
The nearest figure stepped forward, and lowered its hood. 
The kindly face of an elderly woman appeared, gray hair tied tightly behind her head. She smiled wanly. “Hello, Kendril,” she said. “You’re a hard man to find.”
 



Chapter 16
 
“I think you broke my nose.”
“You deserve it, Callen,” Kendril responded testily. “What were you doing, watching the back door? A sloppy job if I ever saw one.”
Callen rubbed his swollen nose. A bloody piece of cloth was stuffed up one of his nostrils. “If you hadn’t come in ready to kill everyone in sight, then maybe—”
“Enough,” said the elderly woman, kindly but firmly. She sat in a chair by the warehouse’s only table. “You could have certainly made yourself easier to find, Kendril. We have been scouring the city for you. After your letter--”
“Yes,” said Kendril self-consciously as he paced the warehouse floor, “well a lot has happened since then. We’ve had reason to keep a low profile.”
“Letter?” asked Joseph. He looked over at Kendril. “The one you sent from Stefgarten?”
Kendril nodded silently. He glanced back at Callen. “Sorry about the nose,” he grumbled. “Just reflex.”
Callen lowered his hood to reveal a freckled face and a tangled mop of strawberry-blonde hair. “It really hurts.”
“Oh, quit your whining, Callen,” said one of the other new arrivals, a tall and commanding man with a sharp face and black hair. “You sound like a neophyte, for Eru’s sake.”
Kara looked around at the group of black-cloaked individuals, her face showing her confusion. “Wait,” she said slowly, “so all of you are…?”
Joseph nodded. “Ghostwalkers.”
That word hung for a moment in the silence of the chilly warehouse air.
The black-haired man gave Kendril a bitter glance. “Haven’t you told your new friends about us before, Kendril?”
Kendril’s mouth curled into a half sneer. “I make it a point not to discuss garbage, Olan.”
The other Ghostwalker bristled.
The elderly woman rose, and turned to face Joseph and Kara. “I apologize. Our coming has obviously taken you by surprise.”
“Yes,” said Joseph with a side-glance at Kendril, “well it’s hard to expect someone when you’re never told they’re coming in the first place.”
“I am Madris,” the old woman said with a slight bow. “You know Callen, I believe, and Olan.” She turned to the remaining Ghostwalkers, who hung about the shadows of the room’s periphery. “That is Wanara,” she gestured to a cloaked young woman with long white hair and startling red eyes. “Hamis.” She nodded to an imposing, large man with a bald head and a brown beard. “And Tomas.” She pointed at the last Ghostwalker, a thin, tall man with an angular face and piercing blue eyes.
Joseph returned the bow. “I am Joseph, and this is Kara.”
“Now that we’ve all made our introductions,” Olan growled, “can we get to the matter at hand?”
All heads turned to Kendril.
Madris sat back down. She folded her hands on the table in front of her. “Well, Kendril? Your letter mentioned a matter of the utmost urgency.”
The Ghostwalker paused. He rubbed a gloved hand over his face. “A Soulbinder has been found. I believe that it is in the hands of a nobleman named Baron Dutraad, here in Vorten.” He looked over at Madris. “I do not know what his intentions with it are.”
There was deathly silence for a moment.
Madris narrowed her gaze. “You are sure of this?”
Kendril nodded. “I am certain.”
Olan clenched a fist. “You made no mention of this in your letter.”
Kendril shifted his gaze to the other Ghostwalker. “I was not sure then what I was dealing with. Now I have held the Soulbinder myself. It is real.”
“You lost it?” It was Tomas who spoke, half-shrouded in shadow at the room’s edge. His voice was as cold as the ice on the warehouse’s windows.
Kendril’s face twitched. “It was…unavoidable.”
Olan snorted. “I would say rather incompetence.”
Kendril straightened, staring hard at the other Ghostwalker.
“This is a serious matter,” said Madris slowly. “To have lost the Soulbinder is a grave blow.”
Kendril bowed his head. “I know, Madris. I am sorry.”
Olan shook his head. “If you had had a team of Ghostwalkers working with you, Kendril, instead of pursuing this like a lone wolf, you might have—”
“There is an assassin involved,” Kendril broke in. “A woman. She is expertly trained. Knives, throwing blades, hand-to-hand combat.” He reached into a pocket and drew out one of the throwing blades the assassin had left behind, then set it on the table for all to see.
“We can handle one assassin,” said Hamis in a rumbling voice.
“I doubt that this assassin is working alone,” said Madris quietly. “Vorten has long been a center for cultic activity.” She looked up at Kendril. “Do you know which cult is involved?”
Kendril scowled. “No.”
“But you suspect this Baron Dutraad?”
Kendril met her gaze. “I can’t prove anything yet, but yes.”
Tomas smiled thinly. “Dutraad has come to our attention in the past.” He shifted his gaze to Madris. “The good Baron has an interest in the occult and ancient pagan religions. There have been investigations, quiet of course, but they have always turned up nothing of consequence.”
Madris sighed. “And one does not interrogate a Baron frivolously, especially one that is a favorite of the King of Valmingaard.”
“So this is what you do,” said Joseph. He looked over at Kendril. “And that’s why you didn’t want to tell me. You Ghostwalkers track down cults and followers of the pagan gods. You’re witch hunters.”
“More than that.” Madris gave Joseph a chilling glance. “We are the silent, invisible hand of Eru. We watch in the night where others fear to look. We hunt those who worship the darkness, and ensure they fall and do not rise. We are the tireless guardians of all that is good and pure, seeking penance by battling the followers of the old gods. Since the Second Despair we have followed the example of Tuldor Swiftblade, who slew a creature of the Void before the western gate at the Battle of Archangel. We watch, and when we strike, we do not falter.”
“Except,” said Olan angrily, “when we hand Soulbinders over to servants of Despair.”
Kendril threw the man a dagger-filled glare.
Joseph looked around at the group of Ghostwalkers. “So you all think this may be the start of…of another Despair? Like in Kendril’s dream, the one with the Guardian?”
His comment was met with blank stares. 
Kendril sighed. He turned away from the group.
“And…Kendril didn’t mention his dream in the letter he sent you,” Joseph said slowly.
“No,” said Madris with a keen glance at the Ghostwalker’s back. “He did not.”
Olan hissed out his breath in a sharp exclamation. “This is all we need. Now Kendril is having…visions? I suppose he is a prophet now? What of it, Kendril? Do you have any divine revelations you would like to share with us?”
Kendril faced the window, unmoving.
Madris cast Olan a warning glance. “Olan—”
He swung towards the woman, his hand clenching on one of the empty chairs by the table. “Don’t try to defend him, Madris. He’s led us on a merry chase to nowhere.” He looked over his shoulder at Kendril. “How do we know any of his tale is true? There may well be no Soulbinder at all.”
“The Soulbinder is real,” said Kara hotly. She blushed self-consciously as all faces turned towards her. “Well, at least the pendant is real. I saw it myself. I don’t know if it’s a Soulbinder or not.”
“Either way, we are committed,” said Madris. She raised a hand as Olan started to speak. “We cannot afford to take the risk, Olan. If a Soulbinder has surfaced, and it is in the hands of worshippers of the Seteru, then…”
“Then we’d all better run for the mountains,” said Callen glumly. He poked gingerly at his swollen nose.
Kendril turned around to face the room. “I have a plan.”
Olan sniffed. “Does it involve dragging us all up here to suffer frostbite for your delusions?”
Kendril kept his eyes fixed on Madris. “I’m going in to Baron Dutraad’s estate. If the Soulbinder is there, I will find it and bring it out.”
Olan raised his eyebrows. “You are going to do this?”
Joseph gave the man an irritated look. “We are going to do it.”
“You?” Tomas gave both Joseph and Kara a quick look. “Neither of you are Ghostwalkers.”
Joseph opened his mouth to respond, but the words fell short.
“We can’t barge into Dutraad’s estate by force,” said Kendril quietly.
Hamis spat behind a nearby barrel. “I bet we could.”
“I think,” said Madris, “that Kendril means we shouldn’t force out way into Dutraad’s estate.” She looked over at Hamis, a twinkle in her eyes. “And whenever Kendril is reluctant to solve any problem with the edge of a sword, I am inclined to take his word on the matter.”
Olan paced in front of the carriage. He banged the side of it with a gloved hand. “So is this your plan, Kendril? To pretend you’re a nobleman?”
“I don’t need to pretend,” said Kendril. His voice was low and steady. “I have a diplomat all ready to play the role.” He looked over at Madris. “I just need your permission. My team is almost ready.”
Kara and Joseph looked over at Kendril in surprise.
Olan gave Kendril a withering glare. “Your team? That is certainly humorous, Kendril, coming from you.” He stepped towards the Ghostwalker. “You have never worked in a team, never accepted any responsibility, never followed orders—”
Kendril scowled. “I accept orders just fine when they’re not given by an incompetent fool.”
Olan’s hand snatched for the hilt of his sword.
Kendril flipped back his cloak and grasped one of his short swords.
“Olan! Kendril!” Madris snapped.
Both man hesitated a moment, then removed their hands from their weapons.
“We don’t have to worry about Despair,” came Tomas’ sardonic voice. “Especially when we intend to kill each other.”
“Kendril,” the older woman continued, “a word with you in private, if I may.”
Kendril bit his lip, then nodded.
Olan looked down at the woman. “Madris—”
“Stay here, Olan, and secure the warehouse.” Madris grunted as she pushed herself to a standing position. She reached for a black wooden cane that rested against a nearby crate. “Take no action until I return. Is that clear?”
Olan grimaced, but nodded. “Yes.”
Joseph gave Kendril an inquiring look as well.
The Ghostwalker gave a half-shrug. “Hold out here until Maklavir gets back.” He turned and opened the side door for Madris.
They both disappeared outside.
Joseph crossed his arms indignantly. “Team?”
 
The wind was fiercer and colder down by the frozen river’s edge. It was snowing hard, the white flakes tossed and tumbled by the buffeting wind. Across the frozen length of the river wooden ice sleds scooted, ferrying passengers, cargo, and even whooping children.
Madris hobbled up to stone wall that separated the road from the river’s rocky bank. She looked out over the river traffic and smiled. “It has been a long time since I have been in Vorten,” she said. “I have missed it.”
Kendril wrapped his cloak around him and stared glumly out across the ice. “Miss what? Being perpetually turned into an icicle? I’ll pass, thanks.”
The older woman glanced over at him with an affectionate smile. “I’ve missed you too, Kendril. It’s good to see you again.”
The Ghostwalker turned his head away. He glanced back up the empty street behind them. “I think you’re the only one. You really had to bring Olan with you?”
Madris looked over as a passing sled skidded by on the ice. “Olan has risen rapidly in our order. He is already a section commander.”
Kendril pulled his hood up more against the whistling flakes. “Eru help us if he ever makes full commander.”
The older Ghostwalker tapped her cane against the hard ground. “You could have easily made commander by now, Kendril. You had potential.”
Kendril crossed his arms. “I don’t like to be stifled.”
Madris gave a sad smile. “You’re a stubborn old mule. And stupid, too.”
Kendril swatted at a patch of snow and ice on the wall in front of him. “Are you blaming me for what happened in New Marlin now?”
She looked over at him. “You still haven’t forgiven Olan for that?”
“Forgiveness has nothing to do with it. The man was a fool, and he let me take the fall for everything.”
Madris lifted an eyebrow. “Don’t you think you deserve at least some of the blame, Kendril?”
The Ghostwalker looked away. “You didn’t come to Vorten to talk about old history.”
Madris turned, using her cane to steady herself. “No. I came because you summoned us for a matter of extreme urgency.”
Kendril sniffed. “Olan doesn’t seem to think there is any kind of a problem.”
The woman tilted her head. “He doesn’t know you like I do, Kendril. And when you of all people actually ask for help, I know things are bad.” She dropped her voice down a notch. “Now tell me, how bad are things here?”
Kendril did not respond immediately. He looked out over the stone wall. The sound of children yelping and playing on their makeshift wooden sleds drifted faintly over the ice.
“Kendril?” Madris’ voice was kind but firm.
“The Soulbinder is real,” he said at last. “I checked it out in the library. I was in the temple where it was uncovered. Someone was after it, and they have it now. I think that person is Dutraad, and after hearing Tomas I suspect it all the more. I don’t know what he intends to do with it.”
Madris sighed. “There is only one thing you can do with a Soulbinder, isn’t there? None of us want to say it aloud.” She shook the accumulation of snowflakes off her raised hood. “You still haven’t answered my question.”
Kendril took a deep breath. “I had a dream.”
“So your friend mentioned.”
“I saw a Guardian. She warned me about Despair.” He paused a moment, wrestling with words. “She said…that night was coming to Zanthora.”
Madris looked quickly away. “Great Eru.” She closed her eyes. “I should have brought more Ghostwalkers.”
Kendril gave a slow nod. “Yes, I think you should have.”
She looked back over at him. “You have a plan already? To get into Dutraad’s estate?”
The Ghostwalker continued to look out over the river. “Yes. It’s risky, but I trust my companions. They’re good at what they do.”
“They’re not Ghostwalkers,” Madris said sharply. “We should come along as well.”
“No,” said Kendril firmly. “Too many of us and Dutraad will smell a trap. We need to keep him complacent until we can retrieve the Soulbinder.”
“So you just want us to sit quietly on the sidelines until you summon us?”
“That’s about the size of it.”
Madris gave a knowing smile. “You just don’t want Olan in your way.”
Kendril gave a half-shrug. “That’s about the size of it too.”
“The fate of Zanthora hangs in the balance, and you want me to cater to your personal preferences?”
Kendril’s eyes flashed. “I didn’t—”
“I know.” Madris leaned heavily on her cane. “This is your mission, Kendril. You have a plan, you have a team, and your logic seems sound. At least for now. To interfere at this stage, I believe, would cause more harm than good to our greater purpose.”
Kendril visibly relaxed. “Thank you.”
“But you will take Tomas in with you.”
The Ghostwalker wrenched his head towards the older woman. “Tomas? Absolutely not!”
Madris turned to face him. Her eyes were like steel. “I don’t care what you think of him personally, Kendril. Tomas is excellent at what he does, and his skills are exactly what you will need to infiltrate Dutraad’s estate. I want at least one other Ghostwalker with you.”
Kendril’s face clenched. “But—”
Madris hardened her gaze. “Olan is right about one thing, Kendril. You don’t know how to take orders. You never have. So tell me, if you were in my position, what would you do?”
Kendril looked away in defeat. “I…would take over the whole operation myself and run it with the Ghostwalkers I had brought.”
Madris tapped her cane. “Well, then, it seems we can both agree that I am already being more than generous. Tomas goes too.”
“Agreed.” Kendril glanced back over at the old woman. “This could be the start of…of another Despair. You understand that?”
Madris’ face grew grim. “Yes, Eru help us.”
“Then why…?” Kendril spluttered off, a confused look on his face.
Madris gave a kindly smile. “Because unlike Olan, I do believe in visions. And this Guardian appeared to you, Kendril. Not to Olan, and not to me. I can’t help but think there is a reason behind that, just as there is a reason behind everything.”
Kendril brushed some snow off his shoulder. “Olan won’t like it.”
“Truth be told, I don’t like Olan very much either.” Madris’ smile disappeared. “Kendril, if things here get out of hand, if your infiltration efforts fail and there is open conflict, then Olan has the right of command. He is Sword, I am Staff. The section is his if things become violent.”
Kendril nodded. “I understand.”
“I hope you do.”
He glanced over at her. “You’re putting a lot of trust in me.”
Madris smiled again. “I trust in Eru, Kendril. And if His purpose involves you, then that’s where I will put my faith as well.” The smile disappeared. “You have to get the Soulbinder back, Kendril. If Dutraad is able to use it…” She let the sentence hang unfinished.
“My companions know what they’re doing,” said Kendril quickly. “They may not be Ghostwalkers, but I trust each of them with my life. They can do this.”
“Kendril, Hello!” A figure in a bright red cape came traipsing up, his clean-shaven face almost as red in the cold air. “Out for a walk, are we? Yes, I see. Good for the lungs, I always say.” He came up beside the two Ghostwalkers, and straightened the feathered cap on his head.
Kendril sighed. “Hello, Maklavir.”
The diplomat gave Madris a curious look, then glanced back at Kendril.
“I say,” he said in a confused tone, “did I miss something?”
 
“She’s taking too long,” Olan grumbled. He stood by the warehouse’s window, peering out through the frosted glass.
“Relax,” rumbled Hamis. He took a sip of water from a canteen, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “She knows what she’s doing, Olan.”
“Does she?” Olan turned back into the room. “She trusts that Ghostwalker far too much.”
Hamis shrugged good-naturedly. “They’re old friends. She knows him well.”
Olan made a sour face. “I know him too. I’ve seen what Kendril is capable of. If Madris trusts him then she’s a fool.”
Tomas flipped a dagger in his hand. “Madris is many things, but she is no fool. You should know that by now, Olan.”
The black-haired Ghostwalker snorted angrily. He bounced a clenched fist off the top of a nearby barrel.
“So,” said Joseph, “this is fun. I’m glad you all could drop on by.”
Tomas gave a sardonic smile.
Wanara got up, and gestured to a plate of bread and cheese on the table. She looked over at Joseph and Kara, and raised her eyebrows questioningly.
Kara squinted at the other woman. “You want…to have something to eat?” She shrugged. “Go ahead.”
The white-haired woman bowed her head in thanks, then took some food from the plate.
Hamis eyed the plate hungrily himself as Wanara returned to the crate she had been sitting on. He licked his lips. “I don’t suppose…?”
Joseph chuckled. “Go ahead.”
The large Ghostwalker began to dive eagerly into the food himself.
Olan glared at him. “You disgrace yourself, Hamis.”
“Oh, please,” said Hamis with a mouth stuffed full of bread. “I haven’t eaten anything since yesterday.” He held out a piece of cheese. “Here.”
Olan raised a hand. “No thank you.”
Kara glanced furtively over at Wanara. When she spoke, her voice was low. “Can she…not speak?”
Tomas smiled darkly. “She can speak. She chooses not to.”
Joseph raised his eyebrows. “But why--?”
“It’s her vow.” Tomas leaned back against a barrel. “You’ve spent time with Kendril. Has he never told you anything of us?”
“Not much,” Joseph responded.
“But wait,” Kara began, her voice still low, “Kendril hasn’t taken any vow of silence.”
“And as you’ve probably noticed,” said Tomas with a wry smile, “neither have I.”
Olan crossed to the window again, tapping the hilt of the long sword he wore at his belt.
“Ghostwalkers take different vows?” Joseph leaned forward, genuinely curious.
Tomas gave a short nod. “Penance is personal, and so are our vows. Wanara has taken a vow of silence.” He inclined his head over at Hamis. “For Hamis, it’s no alcohol or red meat.” His eyes flitted over to where Callen slouched against the wall by the back door, tenderly touching his hurt nose. “Callen there has taken a vow of non-violence.”
Kara uncrossed her arms in surprise. “Non-violence?”
Tomas looked over at her with a mischievous twinkle in his eyes. “Not all Ghostwalkers are Sword specialization like Olan or Hamis, or your friend Kendril. Callen specializes in the healing arts, for instance.”
Joseph stroked his beard thoughtfully. “I dabble in herbs and medicine a bit myself.”
“You should talk to him. The two of you might have much to share.”
“So the Ghostwalkers have different specializations? Different…” Kara searched for the right word, “roles?”
Tomas cocked his head. “You really don’t know anything about us, do you?”
“You’ve told us more in about two minutes than Kendril has told us the whole time we’ve known him,” Joseph said drily.
“So the vows you take,” Kara asked slowly, “do they have anything to do with the sins you have committed, the ones you are atoning for?”
Tomas blanched. He looked quickly away. “A Ghostwalker never discusses his past, not even with other Ghostwalkers.”
“I’m sorry,” said Kara, “I didn’t mean to—I was just curious, was all.”
Tomas was quiet a moment. The only sound was the pattering of snow against the window pane.
“Vows are chosen individually by each Ghostwalker,” he said at last. “They can relate to the sin being atoned for, although they don’t have to.”
“So what’s your vow, Tomas?” asked Joseph.
Kara gave the scout a warning glance, but he ignored it.
Tomas smiled sadly. “To always tell the truth.”
“A vow I doubt you have ever kept a day in your life,” Olan snapped. He turned from the window, his hand clenched on his sword hilt. “We should have left Kendril to rot here in Vorten. This is a waste of all our time.”
Joseph frowned. “Kendril has told us about the Soulbinder. I would think that you Ghostwalkers of all people should be the most concerned about—”
Olan spun on his heel to face the scout. “And you trust Kendril? Then you don’t know him at all.”
Joseph straightened. “That’s a bit harsh.”
“Is it?” Olan looked hard at Joseph and Kara. “You say you are Kendril’s friends? Then you lie. Kendril has no friends, because he trusts no one. He is using you, and when you are no longer useful to him, he will sacrifice you without even thinking twice.” He leaned in closer. “Mark my words. Kendril is by far the most dangerous man I have ever known, both to himself and to everyone else around him. He is a weapon that is out of control, because he doesn’t care about anyone or anything.”
Kara and Joseph gaped at the man, speechless.
Olan turned back to the window.
 



Chapter 17
 
“No one said anything about Ghostwalkers being here.” Senna looked over Maklavir’s shoulder and frowned disapprovingly at the cluster of dark-robed figures in the warehouse behind him.
“Now, Senna,” said Maklavir calmly, “they’ll be no trouble, I assure you. I’ll pay you extra for the food they eat.”
The girl crossed her arms. “They’d better not eat a lot.” She gave her head a quick shake. “The gendarmes are already on the lookout for that one Ghostwalker friend of yours. I know that you would never be involved in any kind of murder, Maklavir, but as to these folk…”
“Now Senna,” said Maklavir as he slid an arm around her shoulders, “you have my word. They’ll be no trouble, and they’ll be gone within a week, I promise.”
The innkeeper snorted. “I’ve seen what your promises are worth, you rogue. This old warehouse is starting to turn into a veritable hotel. I have rooms back in the inn, you know.”
“We’re already paying you more for the use of the warehouse than any of your rooms are worth. Come on, Senna, it won’t be for long.” He gave her a quick peck on the cheek.
Senna giggled and slapped the diplomat playfully on the arm. “I’ll never know why I put up with you, Maklavir.” She shook her apron, then disappeared out the side door of the warehouse, still muttering to herself.
“Doesn’t seem like very appropriate behavior for a married man,” said Joseph from where he sat on the top of a nearby crate.
“Oh, not that again,” Maklavir moaned. “I’ve already explained myself a dozen times, and I’m not about to start again.” He clasped his hands nervously behind his back. “Is she trying on the dress on yet? I do hope the tailor got the fitting right.”
“We’ll know soon enough.” Joseph glanced towards the back of the warehouse, where a wall of crates and barrels blocked their view. “We’ll have to talk about how exactly you managed to know Kara’s dress size.”
“I have eyes,” said Maklavir crossly. “Don’t tell me you’ve never looked at her.”
“No,” said Joseph quickly. “I haven’t. At least not like that. I mean not like—how exactly have you been looking at her?”
Maklavir opened his mouth, then shut it again. “Great Eru, you’re jealous.”
“I am not.”
“You are too.” Maklavir looked closely at the scout. “Don’t tell me—are you and Kara…the two of you…you’re not--?”
Joseph blushed bright red. “No, of course not. Not really, I mean. Are you and her…I mean, you two aren’t--?”
Maklavir tossed back his head. “Certainly not.”
There was a moment of uncomfortable silence between them.
“Don’t you have a carriage to be working on?” Maklavir asked after a moment.
“Don’t you have…something to be doing?” Joseph returned.
The diplomat opened his mouth when a flash of white appeared from behind the line of crates.
“It’s a little tight in the back,” said Kara as she emerged. The glittering white dress she wore flowed down around her like scattering snowflakes. “Still, it doesn’t fit too badly, all things considered. What do you guys think?”
The two men stared at her for a long moment, absorbing the enticing curves of her lovely figure.
She put her hands on her hips. “Neither of you are saying anything.”
“It’s—it’s—” Joseph stuttered.
“It certainly—“ Maklavir began, just as tongue-tied as his companion, “I mean you certainly—“
“You look amazing. Every eye in the ballroom will be on you.” Kendril came up beside them. He ran his eyes up and down the white dress. “We’ll need someone to do your hair, though.”
Kara brushed back her tangled locks of flaming red hair with a grimace. “I hadn’t thought of that. I guess sleeping by a campfire hasn’t really improved things.”
“This is your plan?” Olan’s voice rumbled from behind them. “A white dress?”
Kendril turned, his face hard.
“Quiet, Olan,” came Madris’ soft tone. She hobbled over to where Kara stood and gave an approving nod. “You look lovely, my dear.”
Kara breathed out a sigh of relief. “It’s just one evening right? I can survive anything for one night.”
Olan gave Kendril a nasty glare. “As long as you retrieve this supposed Soulbinder.”
Maklavir cleared his throat, and turned back to Kara. “Yes, well there’s only one thing left for you to learn, my dear.”
Kara groaned. “Oh, Eru please no. I’ve already learned more about place settings, titles, curtsies, and snobbery than I ever wanted to know.”
Maklavir tugged at his collar nervously. “I know. And you have done fabulous. But there still is…the dancing.”
Kara’s face visibly whitened. “Dancing? I thought I’d just be standing on the sidelines or something.”
“Well,” Maklavir glanced around for support, “it is a ball, after all. And you are a young woman. It would seem strange for you not to dance. And technically speaking, anyone can ask for a dance with you.”
The redhead put her face in both hands. “But you’re my husband, Maklavir. Why would anyone else ask me to dance?”
Joseph raised a finger. “Pretend husband,” he reminded no one in particular.
Olan looked harshly over at Madris. “You see? This girl does not have what it takes to accomplish a mission of this magnitude.”
“I do too,” Kara fired at him. “Eru in Pelos, do you ever just shut up? You’ve said nothing good since the moment you barged into this warehouse.”
Kendril smirked.
Olan stood to his full height, his face contorting in anger.
Madris masterfully hid a smile herself. “I’m with Kara on this, Olan. We have set our course. Your constant criticisms do no one here any good.”
Olan glanced behind him.
Tomas lifted his eyebrows and shrugged his shoulders. Hamis avoided eye contact.
“Fine,” Olan snarled. “But mark my words, this foolhardy approach will end in blood.” He turned and stormed out the back door of the warehouse.
Kendril turned to his friends. “To be fair, once you get to know him he really is much worse.”
Maklavir hid a grin behind an improvised cough.
“Kendril,” said Madris in the lightly reproving tone of a school mistress.
“Let’s get this over with,” said Kara in an irritated tone. “If I have to learn how to dance, then teach me.”
“Alright,” said Maklavir. “Well first—”
“Let me change first,” said Kara. She vanished back behind the crates. “I can barely move in this dress.”
“But you’ll be wearing—” called Maklavir after her, to no effect. “Oh, bother.”
Kendril shrugged. “Good luck.” He glanced towards the back door. “As for me, I think I’ll go for a little walk.”
Madris looked at him sternly. “I don’t need any trouble from you, Kendril. You know that.”
The Ghostwalker raised both his hands innocently. “Just a walk, that’s all.” He grinned, then tromped towards the door.
 
Olan glanced back over his shoulder. The falling snow outlined his black hood in sparkling white. “Kendril.”
The Ghostwalker trudged through the snow in the alley between the riverside buildings. “I thought we should talk for a moment.”
Olan turned towards him, his face impassive. One hand rested lightly on the hilt of his sword. “So talk.”
“I’m tired of you insulting my friends,” said Kendril. “From now on if you have an opinion to make, bring it to me or Madris in private.”
“Spoken like a true section commander, Kendril.” Olan tightened the grip of his hand on the sword under his cloak. “Except you’re not one, and I am. That means that you don’t give me orders.”
“But Madris does,” Kendril responded quickly. “And she seems to think that my plan is best.”
“For now.” Olan’s face was dark under the shadow of his raised hood. “Don’t forget, Kendril, if this situation turns violent, then a Sword specialization has priority of command.” He gave a thin smile. “That would be me.”
“Let’s get something straight right now, then,” said Kendril. “I won’t take orders from you, Olan. And neither will any of my team. Not if Vorten itself is burning to the ground.”
“Just like in New Marlin,” growled Olan. “You’re still the same arrogant, stupid fool you always were. You don’t respect the chain of command. You disobey orders. And people die because of it.”
Kendril’s face changed. “We both know who was to blame for that.”
“Yes,” said Olan coldly. “We both do.”
“Well, this has been fun,” said Kendril. “Always good to catch up on old times.” He turned to go.
“There is something you should understand,” said Olan tightly.
Kendril looked back at the man.
“A Ghostwalker who will not obey his superiors is a threat to himself and others.” Olan’s hand twisted on the handle of his sword. “And if I am in command, I intend to remove any threats to the welfare of our mission.”
Kendril gave a cutting smile. “If you do, I suggest you stab me in the back. Because we both know you can’t take me in fair fight.”
Olan’s hand clenched into a balled fist.
Kendril turned, braced both his feet, and grabbed the hilt of one of his short swords. The smile remained on his face. “Care to prove me wrong?”
Olan stared at him a long moment, his arm tensed. Finally he threw his hand off the handle of his sword. “I will not be goaded by you, Kendril. I will deal with you in the proper time, not before.”
Kendril gave him a two-finger salute. “Until then.”
He turned back to the warehouse.
 
“Here you are.” Joseph turned the corner of the warehouse, rubbing his hands briskly against the chill. “Maklavir is looking for you.”
Kara closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the side of the building. “Regnuthu take Maklavir.”
Joseph gave a sympathetic smile. “Had enough of the dancing, huh?”
“It’s been four straight hours.” She kicked out her legs. “My feet are killing me. Who knew that strutting around a ballroom could be so hard?”
Joseph sat down in the snow beside her. “We only have one day left. I can see why Maklavir wants to make sure you get it.”
Kara opened her eyes, looking up at the falling specks of snow. “I don’t know if I can do this, Joseph.”
The scout looked over at her. “Yes you can, Kara. You are one of the most capable, intelligent, resourceful women that I’ve ever…” His voice trailed off and his face turned red. “I mean, you are certainly…you don’t have to—”
Kara smiled. She gave Joseph a kiss on the cheek. “You’re certainly cute when you’re flustered,” she said with a sly smile.
“Then you must find him cute all the time.” Kendril stepped into the alley, his dark cloak flapping behind him. “Maklavir is looking for you.”
Kara groaned. “I know.”
Joseph looked up at the Ghostwalker with no small amount of annoyance. “Couldn’t you come back….later?” he said between his teeth.
“Sorry,” said Kendril. “Time is not on our side.”
Kara gave a deep sigh. “All right, all right.” She pushed herself up to a standing position. “I’m coming.”
“Good.” Kendril looked over at Joseph. “Head on back to the warehouse. Tell Maklavir that Kara is taking a break.”
The thief raised her eyes in surprise.
“If Kara’s taking a break,” said Joseph, “then why can’t you go and tell Maklavir?”
“Because I have to teach her how to dance,” said Kendril. “Now go. I’ll bring her back, I promise.”
Joseph got to his feet. “If we’re supposed to be a team,” he grumbled, “then I’m not sure who exactly made you the leader.”
“Come on,” said Kendril. He held out a hand to Kara. “There’s a little space back behind the warehouse.”
“We’re going to dance in the snow?” Kara rolled her eyes. “That should be much easier than on a wooden floor. I can’t wait.”
They moved out into the little area behind the warehouse. Above, the snow continued to drift gently down.
Kendril kicked a few loose boards out of the way. “Ready?”
Kara crossed her arms. “No offense, Kendril, but I don’t know what you can teach me that Maklavir hasn’t already. He’s already taught me every dance there is.”
“And you keep tripping over his feet.” Kendril turned back to the girl. He drew one of his swords and tossed it to her. “Here.”
She caught it by the handle, surprised. “I thought you said we were dancing.”
“First things first.” Kendril drew the other short sword. “Defend yourself.”
“Defend--?”
The Ghostwalker leaped forward and slashed at the woman’s head.
She blocked the blow without thinking, then ducked back a step.
Kendril came in again and swiped at her chest.
Kara took the blow on the edge of her own sword, then swept in with a return strike.
He parried it easily, twirling his sword through the cold air. “Not bad. Watch your left foot when you swing.”
Kara stemmed another lightning-fast attack. “You want to tell me what this has to do with dancing?” she asked between breaths.
“Dancing is like swordfighting,” said Kendril. He lashed out with a series of short, quick blows.
Kara nimbly blocked each in turn, her feet sliding on the slick ground. “I think this is more dangerous.”
Kendril chuckled. “You’ve obviously never been to a ball before.” He backed up a few steps. “How are you blocking my attacks?”
She blinked. “I don’t really think about it. I guess I’m watching what you’re doing.”
“Exactly.” Kendril lifted his weapon. “Dancing for a woman is easy. The man leads, you follow.”
Kara’s nose wrinkled. “And who decided that?”
Kendril dashed in with another sword strike.
The redhead blocked it again with a clang of ringing steel.
“You see?” said Kendril. “Just like swordfighting. You have to watch your opponent, anticipate his moves, react to his actions.”
Kara’s breath misted out into the frosty air. “So you’re telling me that I need to treat a dance like it’s a duel to the death?”
Kendril shrugged. “Always helped me. Watch your partner’s eyes. See what he’s going to do before he does it. React, but also act. Don’t hesitate.”
She smiled. “And then when I have an opening, I ram my sword straight through his heart?”
“Trust me, in that white dress your body will be the sword.” Kendril sheathed his sword and held out a gloved hand. “Ready to do real combat?”
Kara took it. “Lead on.”
 
“Dutraad’s estate is here, in the Vines.”
Joseph looked up from the map spread out on the table. “The Vines?”
Maklavir stroked his bare chin as he looked over the parchment. “A lavish neighborhood in southwestern Vorten. Gated estates, townhomes. The Grand Theater is there.”
Tomas nodded. He stabbed a finger into a marked area of the map. “Dutraad has a large manor house out in the country, but he comes here to Vorten to his townhouse in the winter, like most of the other nobles. That’s where he is holding his Candle Ice feast and ball.”
Madris peered thoughtfully over the map. “And what is the neighborhood like, Tomas?”
The Ghostwalker scowled. “For us? Not good. It’s high-class, patrolled regularly by gendarmes. There are a few nice inns, a handful of high-end shops. Mostly, though, we’re talking rows of gated townhouses and estates owned by the wealthy and influential families of Vorten.” 
“Not just Vorten. Many of the nobles in Varnost travel here in the winter as well.” Maklavir tapped the open map. “The City of Light is considered the crown of Valmingaard.”
Tomas looked up at the assembled group. “We can’t exactly loiter around in front of the townhouse all night.”
“Where’s the closest inn?” snapped Olan impatiently.
Tomas moved his finger to another marked part of the map. “Here. The Crooked Goose. Almost a mile away.”
Hamis gave an audible growl from where he sat on a nearby barrel. “Not good.”
Tomas nodded his agreement. “No, it’s not.” He looked up at Maklavir. “I’m sorry, but once you and Kara walk through the front door, you’ll be on your own.”
Maklavir swallowed. “I see.”
Joseph glanced over at Maklavir. “But we’ll be there as well, won’t we? If you get into any kind of trouble—”
“You’ll be restricted to the servants’ quarters,” said Maklavir quietly. “You won’t be allowed into the main hall at all.” He looked up at Tomas. “It doesn’t matter anyway. You can’t exactly come storming into the house.”
Tomas and Olan exchanged glances. Kendril straightened, biting his lip.
Maklavir hung his head. “Oh great Eru, you lot are simply impossible.” He looked at the Ghostwalkers. “You can’t just go barging into Dutraad’s house, guns blazing. The man is a baron, for Eru’s sake. Like it or not, it is up to me and Kara.”
“And what if the Soulbinder’s not in the house?” asked Olan gruffly. “Dutraad could have moved it.”
Tomas shook his head thoughtfully. “If Dutraad is behind this, then he knows how valuable the Soulbinder is. It won’t be far from him.”
“Great,” said Kendril. “So Maklavir and Kara are walking into the middle of the spider’s web with no way for us to back them up short of blasting our way in.”
Tomas stepped back from the map. “That’s about right.” He pulled out another parchment, and unfolded it on the tabletop. It was a rough sketch of Dutraad’s townhouse. “It gets worse. Baron Dutraad is also acting Colonel of one of the city’s trained bands, the Orange Regiment.”
Joseph scratched his beard. “Trained band?”
“Vorten has several volunteer militia regiments,” interjected Maklavir. “They’re made up of freemen, officered and equipped partially by city funds and partially by their commanding officer, who tends to be a wealthy nobleman.”
Joseph nodded. “I see.”
“Vorten has six trained bands, organized and named by different colors,” continued Tomas. “As I said, Dutraad is acting colonel of the Orange Regiment.”
“So what?” asked Kendril with a note of impatience.
“So,” said Tomas, “even though the regiment has not been called up, Dutraad keeps several of the officers and some of the sergeants on permanent retainer.”
“Am I supposed to understand what that means?” asked Maklavir.
“It means,” said Kendril with a grimace, “that Dutraad has a group of armed thugs working for him.”
“Mercenaries,” confirmed Tomas. “All with battle experience. Dutraad keeps them at his estate. I saw some of them when I was reconnoitering the place. Rough fellows.”
“How many?” Madris asked.
“A dozen or so.”
Kendril looked sharply at Tomas. “And how much of the Orange Regiment is loyal to Dutraad?”
The other Ghostwalker gave a helpless shrug. “Impossible to know. You think Dutraad would try to mobilize?”
Maklavir looked up at the ceiling with a groan. “It’s Balneth all over again. Conspiracies and palace takeovers. Eru help me.”
“The palace is in Varnost,” Kendril said. He scanned the sketch of the townhouse.
Maklavir gave his friend a sardonic glance. “Thank you, Kendril. I am well aware where the King’s palace is located.”
Hamis sat up and gave Kendril a startled look. “You were in Balneth during the insurrection?”
Kendril glanced over at the bald Ghostwalker. “Yes. I’ll tell you about it some other time.”
Olan gave Kendril a dark look. “I’m sure we’d all be curious to hear your part in that little affair, Kendril.”
“Let’s stay focused,” Madris broke in. “So Dutraad has guards, and he might be able to count on more soldiers to back him up if things turn against him. All the more reason then why we can’t allow this situation to spiral out of control.”
Olan snorted. “You don’t really expect Dutraad to just let the Soulbinder go without a fight?”
“If Kara and Maklavir can retrieve it clandestinely, then he won’t have much choice,” said Tomas quietly.
“And we’ll have evidence to bring to King Luxium,” said Kendril.
“We’re getting ahead of ourselves.” Madris shifted her weight on the cane. “First we have to get the Soulbinder.” She looked over sharply at Maklavir. “We have established that you and Kara will be essentially on your own. I need your honest appraisal. Can the two of you do what is being asked of you?”
Maklavir leaned back and took a deep breath. 
“Maklavir?” Kendril prompted.
“Kara is a first-class thief,” he said at last. “If the Soulbinder is in that house, she’ll get it.”
“Yes,” said Olan, “but can she really pass as a noblewoman?”
“You’d be amazed how easily people can be fooled,” Kendril interjected. “I’ve heard you’re passing as a section commander.”
Olan clenched his fists, but did not respond.
Joseph glanced subconsciously towards the back of the warehouse. Kara was out of sight, getting some much-needed sleep. “Kara can do this,” he said in a low voice. He looked over at the red-caped diplomat. “And so can Maklavir.” He grinned at Kendril. “Our team is ready to go.”
Kendril gave a wry smile.
“I’m glad you think all this is so humorous,” said Olan bitterly. “Because if you fail here, it could mean—” He stopped mid-sentence.
A chilled silence fell over the group. 
“Tomorrow will be a big day,” Madris said at last. “We should all get some sleep tonight. I doubt we’ll get any tomorrow night.”
Olan looked hard at Kendril one last time, the candle light flickering off his face. Then he turned and stalked off into the darkness.
Kendril turned and clapped Joseph on the shoulder. “We servants should get some rest, too.”
Maklavir clapped his hands together. “As long as that carriage holds together.”
“Trust me,” said Joseph, “it’ll hold just fine. After all the work I’ve poured into it, it better.”
The group turned wearily and began to disperse to the darkened corners of the warehouse.
“Tomas, Kendril,” said Madris. “A word.”
The two Ghostwalkers paused as the others disappeared. Once they were out of earshot, Madris spoke again in a soft voice.
“The new moon is in two nights.”
Neither Kendril nor Tomas responded. They did not have to.
“If Kara cannot get the Soulbinder covertly,” Madris began again, staring off into the darkness of the warehouse, “then you are both authorized to retrieve it by whatever methods you deem necessary.” She looked over at both of them. “And if you cannot find the Soulbinder, you are authorized to engage in…threat management. Is that understood?”
Tomas and Kendril both nodded somberly.
“Eru help us,” Madris whispered. “We are certainly going to need it.”
 



Chapter 18
 
“Tuldor’s beard, Kendril, you can’t take those along.”
The Ghostwalker looked down at the two pistols stuck into his belt. “What? Why not?”
Maklavir sighed deeply. “You’re a servant, Kendril. Servants don’t go around armed to the teeth.”
Kendril set his face obstinately. His familiar back cloak and gloves were missing. He wore the simple brown and tan tunic, trousers, and worn boots of the working class.
Joseph came around the side of the carriage. He smiled over at Maklavir. “At least he’s not bringing the swords.”
Kendril ignored the comment. “We’re walking into what could be an explosive situation, Maklavir. I can’t—”
The diplomat raised a finger. “Correction, dear boy. We’re walking into a mission of infiltration, where in order to achieve success we have to keep a low profile. That means that the servants that accompany Lady Maklavir and myself should not look like they are riding off to battle.”
Kendril gritted his teeth in silent anger.
Joseph cocked an eyebrow. “Lady Maklavir?”
“He’s right.” Tomas came over to them. Like Kendril, he had swapped the cloak of his order for simple peasant clothing. “We can’t come in with weapons. The other servants would certainly notice, if no one else did.”
Kendril seethed for a few more moments, but then unbuckled the holsters at his belt. “A dagger, then? Surely I can take that?”
Madris chuckled from where she sat over by the table. “A dagger, then, Kendril. Just keep it hidden.” She glanced over at Olan, Hamis, and Callen. All four of the Ghostwalkers were armed and stood silently in the shadows of the warehouse. “We will be at The Crooked Goose. If anything goes wrong, one of you will have to reach us there as quickly as possible.”
“Except for me,” boomed Hamis. The burly man stepped forward, dressed in gray rags and a brown patchwork cloak. He lifted a bottle and smiled. “I’ll be lying in a pile of filth in a nearby alley, taking swigs of this and acting drunk.”
Tomas nodded. “What side of the house?”
“South.” Hamis grinned. “If things go wrong and you can’t get out to me, put something red in one of the windows facing that direction. I’ll summon the others as soon as I can.”
“Yes,” said Maklavir drolly, “and you’ll all come barging in with guns banging and swords drawn. We’ll call that our last resort.”
Kendril put his pistols heavily down on the tabletop. He eyed Callen grimly. “Keep these with you. If you have to come in after us, I want you to bring these and my swords, understand?”
The boy looked around at the others in surprise. “Me? I didn’t really think—uh--?”
“Vesuna’s blood,” Kendril said irritably, “you don’t have to use them, just bring them for me. Keep the pistols loaded and dry.”
“It won’t come to that,” said Maklavir again.
“We need to be prepared in case it does,” Madris returned quietly. “The Soulbinder is too important to risk losing.”
Tomas looked over the carriage with an approving nod. “You did a fine job, Joseph.”
The scout looked away in embarrassment. “I could have done better, if I had had more time. Still, it’ll get us there well enough.”
Kendril put his hand on Veritas’ side, and patted the stamping beast. Joseph’s horse was also hitched up to the front of the carriage, just waiting for the word to go. Kendril glanced back at Maklavir. “You said we won’t have access to the main dining hall or the ballroom?”
The diplomat plucked a hair off the sleeve of his silk shirt, and dropped it off to one side. “No. Dutraad has kindly invited Kara and me to stay the night, and I accepted. He’ll undoubtedly put us up in one of the many guest rooms he has, along with other guests traveling from far away, or close friends who are spending several days at the residence.”
Joseph turned with a concerned look on his face. “Wait? You and Kara are spending the night?”
Maklavir brushed the front of his shirt. “Yes. If we weren’t it wouldn’t make much sense to bring servants with us, would it? You’ll undoubtedly be put up for the night in the servants’ quarters.”
“But…” continued Joseph, “the whole night?”
“Like I said, Dutraad’s Candle Ice festival is a lavish affair. It will undoubtedly go until almost dawn.” Maklavir chuckled. “Many of the guests will undoubtedly be drunk out of their minds before the sun rises.”
“Let’s hope so,” said Tomas darkly. “It will make finding the Soulbinder that much easier.”
“But couldn’t Kendril and I just look for it while you and Kara are down at the festivities?” asked Joseph. “We might attract less attention.”
“You are welcome to look for this Soulbinder as much as you are able,” said Maklavir as he straightened his vest. “But you won’t be able to wander the house as freely as Kara and myself. And I suspect Dutraad has not hidden this relic of yours in the downstairs pantry.”
Joseph gave a reluctant nod. “I understand. Just…I mean—”
Maklavir raised his eyebrows questioningly.
“Just…keep an eye on Kara, will you?” Joseph’s voice was low. 
“I can keep an eye out for myself, Joseph.” Kara stepped into the room. She was wearing a snug, expensive-looking green satin dress. Her hair was done up in a flurry of delicately placed curls, each touched with a hint of glittering sparkle.
Wanara appeared just behind her, a satisfied smile on her face.
Kara grinned apologetically. “Turns out Wanara here knows a lot about hair.” She glanced over at Maklavir. “And the dress is fantastic, Maklavir.”
“I can see that for myself,” the diplomat said with a smile.
Joseph stared at the vision of beauty before her. “Wow, Kara, you look…you look like---”
Kara beamed at him.
“Like a lady,” Kendril finished for his tongue-tied friend. “We’re as ready as we’ll ever be. Let’s get a move on.”
Hamis and Callen moved towards the main warehouse doors and started unbolting them.
Olan glared at them from where he lounged against a crate. He chewed angrily on his lower lip.
Maklavir stepped towards the carriage. He whipped off his cap and opened the door, then gave a bow. “After you, my lady.”
Kara giggled momentarily, then straightened with a serious look on her face. “Of course, my lord. Let us be off.” She took his proffered hand and glided up into the awaiting carriage.
Maklavir pulled his cap back onto his head, then stepped up into the vehicle beside her.
Joseph watched them intensely.
The large doors to the warehouse swung open, sending in a flurry of snowflakes and a bitingly cold wind.
Tomas stepped up onto the top of the carriage and grabbed the reins. “Time waits for no Ghostwalker.”
Joseph gave the closed door one last look, then climbed up beside him.
Madris rose to her feet. “Eru grant you success, Kendril.”
Kendril glanced longingly over at the brace of pistols that lay on the table. “Somehow I think I’m going to be missing those before this night is over,” he muttered.
He turned, then leapt onto the back of the vehicle.
 
“Push on three. One, two—”
The three men heaved, grunting as they shoved their backs and arms against the side of the carriage.
The huge vehicle tottered a bit, then settled down into the ice and snow again.
Joseph took a step back, panting hard. “It’s stuck good.”
Tomas glanced up at the glowering sky. Snow was falling fast and heavy, driven by the unrelenting wind. “Looks like a storm is brewing.”
Kendril slipped in a patch of ice and gave a strangled curse. He climbed back to his feet. “Sleds might have been a good idea, Joseph.”
“Sorry,” the scout said sharply, “though I doubt we’d have had time to build them anyways.”
Tomas looked over wistfully as a sleigh jangled by the street they were on. “No time to switch out now. The wheels will have to do.”
The window of the carriage’s cab slid open, and Maklavir poked his head out. “I say,” he said cheerfully, “how much longer will this take?”
Kendril gave him a hateful look. “It would go a lot faster if you got out and helped push.”
Maklavir glanced up the city street at the passing groups of people. “Don’t be stupid, Kendril,” he said in a lowered voice. “A nobleman does not get out and help his servants with manual labor. How would that look?”
Kendril bit back a nasty response. “Then you and Kara could at least get out of the carriage to make it lighter.”
Maklavir tilted his head up at the threatening sky. “And stand out there in the slush and falling snow? I think not. How would it look if we arrived at Baron Dutraad’s like a couple of disheveled cats?”
“Better than arriving with a broken nose,” Kendril mumbled.
“Pardon?”
“Nothing,” said Kendril wearily. “We’ll have this carriage back on the road in a couple minutes, Maklavir.”
“Splendid.” He shut the window.
Kendril glanced over at Tomas and Joseph. 
Both men were soaked with melted snow, their faces and hands red raw from the cold.
“Next time I get to be the nobleman,” Joseph spat.
 
“What was all that about?” Kara leaned forward, trying to see out the carriage window.
Maklavir leaned back against the cushioned seat of the carriage. “Nothing. Just a little trouble with the wheel. I’m sure they’ll have it worked out soon.”
The whole carriage shifted slightly, and there was a chorus of grunted curses from outside.
“Shouldn’t we help?” Kara reached for the door handle.
Maklavir laid a hand on her arm. “A lady does not exit her carriage to help the riff-raff.”
Kara gave him a piercing look. “Maklavir, they sound like they could use some help out there. And I’m not a lady.”
“You are for tonight.” The diplomat gave her a wink. “Besides, it’s annoying Kendril to no end, and that certainly makes it worthwhile.”
Kara smiled and shook her head.
Maklavir shifted uncomfortably. “I…got something for you.”
The redhead looked at him in surprise. “Got me something? What do you mean?”
He reached under the seat and pulled out a wrapped parcel. “Nothing much. It’s just…I know the last few days have been hard for you, and I, well—” Maklavir gave an awkward shrug. “Just open it.”
The carriage shifted again, and there was an elated shout from outside as it righted.
Kara took the gift, turning it over in her hands. She looked up at Maklavir. “I didn’t know we were buying presents for each other.”
“It’s not a pres—look, just open it, will you?”
Kara hesitated a moment, then tore away the wrapping.
It was a large, heavy book.
She looked up at Maklavir in dismay. “Why would you—? You know I can’t—”
The finely-dressed man raised a hand in defense. “It’s a reading primer, Kara.”
She stared at him.
With a crack of the reins the carriage jolted forward once again, the wheels hissing through the snow-covered street.
“Took them enough time,” Maklavir muttered.
Kara opened the book, flipping the pages carefully as if they were made of glass. “This is a…reading primer?”
“You do remember our deal, don’t you? The one we made in that Eru-accursed temple?”
She stopped flipping. “I thought you had forgotten about that.”
“Well, things have been pretty busy since then.” Maklavir shifted across the carriage and sat beside the young woman. “I’m still willing to help you read, if you help me with lockpicking.”
“The way things are going,” Kara said with a sly smile, “you may get a chance to learn firsthand tonight.” She looked over at him. “Where did you get this?”
“In town.” Maklavir flipped to the first chapter. “Look, what say we start now? It’ll take a good hour or more to get to the Vines, especially in this snow.”
Kara started to say something, then stopped. She nodded. “I’d like that.”
Maklavir grinned. “All right. Just remember your side of the bargain. I expect some rigorous lockpicking sessions in the near future.”
Kara leaned in and kissed the man lightly on the cheek. “Thank you, Maklavir. It’s a wonderful gift.”
He cleared his throat. “Right. Now, let’s start with the alphabet—”
 
“It’s like Balneth all over again.” Joseph whispered as he passed by the back of the carriage. He pulled up his collar against the vortex of falling snow.
Kendril leapt down from the back of the vehicle, and looked around. 
The estate was surprisingly large. An iron fence surrounded the perimeter. The town house itself was three stories, almost the size of a country mansion.
Light poured out of the front of the residence, streaming down the snow-covered steps. The sound of laughter, music, and hysterical frivolities poured out of the open front doors like a discordant orchestra.
Kendril instinctively reached to his belt for the reassuring feel of a pistol handle that wasn’t there. He scowled, then tried to pull the cloak he wasn’t wearing around himself against the cold.
A house servant stepped up to them, waiting politely at the bottom of the stairs. He glanced at the door to the carriage. “Gentlemen, aren’t you going to--?”
Kendril stared at him for a moment, then nodded quickly. “Uh…of course.” He moved to the carriage, and opened the side door.
Kara stepped up. She demurely held out a hand.
Kendril paused awkwardly for a moment.
Joseph moved forward and took her hand. “My lady.” He helped her down.
She smiled sweetly at him. “Thank you, Jinn.”
Maklavir emerged behind her.
“I’m not holding your hand,” Kendril said under his breath.
Maklavir stepped down, ignoring the Ghostwalker. He smiled at the servant. “I am Maklavir, and this,” he took Kara by the arm, “is my wife Kara. We are expected by Baron Dutraad.”
The man nodded. “Of course, sir. If you will follow me?” He signaled to a handful of servants near the bottom of the steps, then turned and headed up towards the main house.
Maklavir entwined his arms into Kara’s. “Shall we, love?”
She beamed back at him. “Let’s.”
They headed up together.
Kendril glanced back down the drive that led out the gate back into the street. Another carriage was already rattling in behind them, a lantern bobbing at its front.
Joseph wiped the snow away from his face, shivering in the cold wind. “Here goes everything,” he whispered to Kendril.
The Ghostwalker nodded as he watched Kara and Maklavir disappear into the lighted chaos of the house. “They’ll be fine.”
Another servant stepped in front of them. “If you’ll follow me, gentlemen, I’ll show you the servants’ entrance. You can unload your master’s baggage there.”
Kendril stamped his feet against the cold. “We can hardly wait.”
The house servant stared at him in confusion.
Joseph smiled, clapping Kendril on the shoulder. “He has quite the sense of humor.”
The man nodded. “This way, gentlemen.”
 
“If you’ll wait just a moment, sir, I will announce you.”
Maklavir nodded magnanimously. “Of course.”
The servant disappeared inside the large double doors to the right of the house’s entryway.
Kara stared in awe at the magnificent marble floor and decorated walls of the entrance. Glow-globes were fixed into the ceiling, lighting the whole hall. Gold glinted and gleamed everywhere.
“Tuldor’s beard,” she said quietly. “Baron Dutraad must be even richer than the King of Llewyllan.”
Maklavir kept his face forward, his arm still linked with hers. “Yes, well Llewyllan is one of the smaller countries in Rothland. The city of Vorten alone probably has a larger population.” He gave her a sidelong glance. “Try not to look so awestruck. Remember, you’re a lady, Kara.”
She took a breath. “A lady. Got it.”
The doors opened, and a voice boomed out.
“Mr. and Mrs. Maklavir.”
The diplomat stood frozen for a moment, staring straight ahead.
Kara glanced over at him. “Maklavir?” she hissed.
He shook his head, as if clearing something from his vision. “Sorry. Let’s go.”
They stepped together into the blazing light and dull roar of the great hall.
 
“The name’s Gole.” The house servant moved quickly, weaving through the crowded kitchen. “The servant quarters, alas, are full. There’s room in the stables out back for you.”
Kendril and Joseph struggled to follow him, bumping into countless scurrying servants. The din of clattering pots and pans, the mixed smells of delicious cooked foods, the stuffy heat, and occasional shouts overwhelmed their senses. Tomas was still outside, getting the horses and carriage taken care of.
“The stable?” Joseph called out over the chaos.
Gole stopped at the entrance to the kitchen. He turned with a casual shrug. “I’m sorry, gentlemen. You’re lucky there’s room for you at all.” He gestured to a pretty brunette in a maid’s dress. “This is Lillette. She can assist you for now.” He inclined his head. “Welcome to the Dutraad estate. I bid you both a good evening.”
He charged off, yelling out more orders as he went.
Lillette came over to them, wiping her hands on her apron. She smiled at the two of them. “There’s some stew in the back kettle there, bread on the counter if you’re hungry. Just help yourself. You’ll forgive me, but things are crazy here right now.” She twisted her head. “Tari, the custard flenshi don’t go out until the first dance. Leave them!” She shook her head. “Place is a bloody disaster.”
Joseph shuffled uncomfortably, dodging back as a servant carrying a tray of glasses filled with razvodit whizzed by. “Thanks…we’ll just stay out of the way.”
Lillette nodded. “If you need anything, just ask.” She looked over at Kendril with a smile. “Anything at all.”
Kendril gave an embarrassed grin. “I don’t suppose we could get a peek at the big party upstairs?”
Lillette gave one of the pots that hung over a nearby fire a quick stir. “Upstairs, to the left. Just don’t be seen.” She tapped the wooden spoon on the brim of the pot, and smiled again at Kendril. “I’ll see if I can rummage a couple of flenshi buns for the two of you when you get back.”
“Thanks.” Kendril moved through the overcrowded kitchen, heading for the stairs.
Behind them Lillette’s voice rose again as she threw out another stream of orders.
“How is it,” said Joseph as soon as they were out of earshot, “that women always flirt with you?”
Kendril headed upwards. “I guess it’s just my natural charm.”
 
“Maklavir. Delighted you could make it, old boy.” Baron Dutraad took Kara’s hand and kissed it. “And this must be your wife. A genuine pleasure.”
Maklavir folded his hands behind his back. “Baron Dutraad, this is Kara. And believe me, the pleasure is all mine.”
Kara fluttered her eyelashes. “It’s so nice to finally meet you,” she said breathlessly. “Maklavir has told me about everything you’ve done for him. I don’t know how we can ever thank you.”
“Yes, well…” Dutraad released her hand. “I am glad to finally be able to meet you as well, Lady Maklavir.”
“Please,” she said with a quick laugh. “Call me Kara, my lord.”
“And it would please me greatly if you called me simply Dutraad,” the nobleman said with a smile. He glanced up, as if remembering something. “I should introduce you to my wife.” He beckoned with his hand to a woman standing nearby at table piled high with shortbread cookies and cinnamon wafers. “Mina!”
The woman came over. She was astonishingly unattractive. The white dress she wore did nothing to hide or accentuate her dumpy figure. Her dirty blonde hair fell around her shoulders, thin and lanky.
“This is Maklavir and his wife Kara, dear,” Dutraad said unenthusiastically.
Kara curtsied perfectly. “Delighted to meet you, Lady Dutraad.”
The woman waved a hand, as if dismissing the comment. “It’s a p-p-pleasure to m-m-meet you,” she stuttered. She pushed one hand to her stomach. “I’m feeling s-sick again,” she groaned to her husband.
Maklavir and Kara both froze, glancing at each other and saying nothing.
The smile remained etched on Dutraad’s face. “You’ve probably had too many cookies, Mina dear.”
She leaned over, appearing as if she was going to be sick right that moment. “I’m s-s-sorry, I d-d-d—”
Dutraad nodded quickly. “Perhaps you should rest in your room a little while, my love. I’ll have one of the servants help you upstairs.”
The woman looked into her husband’s face. “C-c-couldn’t you--?”
“Dinner hasn’t even begun, Mina, and I have a hundred guests here,” he said under his breath.
Maklavir and Kara both shuffled uncomfortably.
“I think I see an old acquaintance over there by the window,” Maklavir finally said diplomatically. “With your permission, my lord, I might go and say hello.”
Dutraad gave a thin smile. “Of course. Kara, I hope to talk with you again before the night is over.”
Maklavir and Kara turned, moving across the crowded hall.
Kara risked a glance back behind them. 
Dutraad and his wife were having a tense conversation. A servant stood helplessly nearby, unsure of what to do.
“And here I thought I would be the embarrassment at this party,” whispered Kara. “Lady Dutraad certain seems—” She let the sentence hang in the air.
Maklavir nodded and smiled to another barrister. “Lady Dutraad is a distant relation of the royal family,” he said softly. “Marrying her was…socially expedient for Baron Dutraad.”
Kara blanched. “How horrible. Doesn’t anyone in the nobility believe in love?”
“That’s what mistresses are for, my dear,” came a new voice directly behind them.
Kara turned with a start, and found herself faced with dark-haired beauty with a plunging neckline and a fantastically svelte figure.
Maklavir stumbled for words for a second. “My wife…she didn’t mean—”
“Of course she did,” the woman said sweetly. “And she’s right. Lady Dutraad is an absolute bore.” She stepped forward and held out her hand expectantly.
Maklavir took it and kissed her white skin. “I’m Maklavir,” he said as he straightened. “This is my wife Kara.”
“A married man?” The woman gave Kara a condescending glance. “How unfortunate.”
Kara’s eyes flashed.
“Have…we met before?” Maklavir asked hesitantly. “There’s something very familiar about you.”
The woman gave a tinkling laugh. “Why Mr. Maklavir, I think I would remember meeting a man as handsome as you.” She looked over at Kara. “I hope you both enjoy the festivities. Try the buttered scones. They are absolutely delicious.” She moved away, melting into the crowd around them.
“Why that little—” Kara spat.
Maklavir tightened his grip on her arm.
The redhead looked over at him in surprise. “What is it?”
The diplomat gave a quick shake of his head. “I…don’t know. But something is very, very wrong.”
 
The study at the end of the hallway was dark and empty. Light and noise spilled in from the door, open a crack.
Kendril maneuvered past some book shelves, and sidled up to the crack. He peeked out into the crowded hall beyond.
Joseph glanced back down the hall behind them. “We have to sleep in the stable? It’s freezing out there.”
Kendril continued to look out into the hallway, peering through the partially-open door. “We’ve slept outside before.”
“With the right supplies. I didn’t bring any blankets, and I doubt we can start a fire out there.” Joseph looked over at his friend with interest. “See Kara and Maklavir yet?”
Kendril nodded, his body visibly relaxing. “There they are,” he whispered. “At least they haven’t got thrown out of the house yet.”
Joseph leaned against one of the bookshelves. “I’d say so far this is going fairly well, all things considered.”
“Yes,” said Kendril, “that’s what—” He suddenly jumped back from the door as if he had been bitten.
Joseph leapt to attention. “What’s wrong?”
Kendril leaned back towards the door, looking out into the hall. “Talin’s ashes. It’s not possible.”
“What?” Joseph inquired, thoroughly frustrated. “What’s—”
Kendril spun back from the door, heading for the darkened hallway. “We’ve got to get them out of there. Where’s Tomas?”
Joseph hurried after him, surprised and confused. “Parking the carriage. Why--?”
“We’re all in danger. I should have known. I should have guessed.” He stopped at the stairs that led down to the servants’ quarter, his hands clutching jerkily for weapons. “I need my pistols.”
“Kendril—” Joseph grabbed the Ghostwalker by the shoulder and spun him around. “Stop right now and tell me what’s going on.”
Kendril rubbed the bottom half of his face agitatedly. “You were right. It’s Balneth all over again. I saw her, out in the hall. She’s here.”
Joseph spread his hands. “Who?”
Kendril took a breath. “Bronwyn. The witch of Balneth.”
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