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Chapter 1
 
“I should have seen it coming,” said Maklavir. He wrapped his hands around a pewter mug as he sat on one of the wooden benches by the bandit’s table.
“How could you have?” asked Joseph as he poured himself a cup of coffee. The first streaks of dawn were in the sky, and the forest was alive with the sounds of birds greeting the morning. 
Maklavir looked down into his coffee. “Serentha.” He shook his head. “I knew she looked familiar, but I couldn’t place where I had seen her before. There were always little clues, of course, but I never managed to put them together.”
Joseph stood, the cup of coffee in one hand. His rapier hung once more at his side, returned to him by the soldiers of the Royal Guard. 
“You shouldn’t be so hard on yourself, Maklavir. None of us had a clue who she was.”
“But I had seen her before,” Maklavir continued. “Years ago. I went to Llewyllan on a diplomatic mission. One of my first, actually. I remember young princess Serentha. She couldn’t have been more than eleven or twelve then.” He took a sip of coffee. “I should have known.”
Joseph sat down in the grass by the fire, and set the coffee down beside him. 
Around them the white tents of the Royal Guard dotted the clearing, and sentries patrolled the perimeter of the meadow. Further away was the larger tent that Lord Bathsby had told them that Serentha was recovering in. Neither Joseph nor Maklavir had been allowed to see her yet.
The scout reached into his pocket, and pulled out a small book. He flipped it open, and started to read. 
Maklavir raised his eyebrows as he saw the cover. “A religious man, eh?”
Joseph looked up in surprise at the question. “I suppose so, yes. You?”
The diplomat chuckled. “Oh, not exactly. I try to keep my options open.”
The scout looked down at the book. “You don’t believe in Eru the One?”
Maklavir shrugged. “I don’t disbelieve in Him.” He smiled. “So you read the Scriptures every morning?”
Joseph scratched his beard. “Every morning I can.” He held out the book to Maklavir. “You’re welcome to it, if you’d like.”
The diplomat took another sip of his coffee. “Maybe sometime.” His eyes rotated upwards. “Kendril?”
The Ghostwalker sauntered into their midst, his black cloak wrapped around him against the morning chill. He sat down heavily on one of the benches by the table, his face a mixture of frustration and disgust.
“They’re all dead.”
Joseph pocketed the book. “Who’s dead?”
Kendril leaned forward and looked at the fire. “The bounty hunter and his men.”
Maklavir wrinkled his nose. “I can’t say it’s any great loss.”
“I had a few questions for them,” Kendril said darkly. He bent his arm back with a grimace, and stretched his injured side. 
Joseph gave the Ghostwalker a surprised look. “Questions about what?”
Kendril turned his head towards the scout, his hands still folded in front of him. “About who hired them, and why.”
“What exactly are you suggesting?” asked Maklavir. “Some kind of conspiracy?” He chuckled. “That’s a little far-fetched, don’t you think?”
“Is it?” Kendril stopped for a moment as two soldiers walked by. He waited until after they had passed, then lowered his voice. “Haven’t either of you wondered who hired the bounty hunters? Or who attacked Jade’s escort in the first place?”
Joseph raised his head. “Her escort was attacked?”
Kendril nodded. “Bathsby told me. Jade was coming back from a trip to Merewith. Her convoy was ambushed at the corner of the woods.”
Joseph took another drink of his coffee, his brow furrowed in thought. “You think the attackers knew she was coming?” 
The Ghostwalker shrugged. “It makes sense. I think Bathsby suspects something as well, but he’s keeping his mouth shut.”
Maklavir sat back, waving his hands in front of him. “Hold on just one moment here. What you are suggesting, Kendril, is utterly fantastic. We have no evidence for it whatsoever. It’s all just speculation.”
“Last night, right before he was shot, that bounty hunter said he had been set up.” Kendril looked over at both of them. “Set up by whom?”
“One of his men?” Maklavir suggested.
Kendril shook his head. “He didn’t say sold out, he said set up. There must have been someone else involved, and it may very well be someone close to Jade.”
“Sounds bad,” said Joseph quietly. “We should keep our eyes and ears open, I think.”
“And trust no one,” added Kendril.
“Somehow,” said Maklavir dryly, “I doubt that will be much of a problem for you, Kendril.”
The Ghostwalker was about to respond when a shadow fell onto the ground. The three of them looked up to see a soldier standing above them. 
“Her Highness will see you now,” he said simply.
 
 Smoke from the numerous campfires dotting the clearing drifted lazily through the early morning air. Kendril glanced around him as the three of them trudged through the dew-covered grass towards the main tent where Serentha was staying. Groups of soldiers were gathered about the fires, in fours and fives, while mounted men patrolled the edges of the meadow. Beyond that, Kendril was sure, there were even more scouts. There had to be close to a hundred men or so in the clearing. It was quite a sizeable force.
The main tent stood on the highest point in the clearing, with soldiers standing guard all around. The royal banners of Llewyllan were planted in the ground to each side of the entryway, flapping and fluttering in the chilly morning breeze. Each was emblazoned with the symbol of a peacock. A small table had been set up nearby, and Kendril noticed Lord Bathsby seated at it with two of his captains, looking over a map.
“Good morning, gentlemen,” said Bathsby as soon as he caught sight of them. “I trust you slept all—” He stopped, staring at Kendril in amazement. “Tuldor’s beard, man! Are you quite all right?”
Kendril glanced down. His pants and shirt were covered with dried blood. He smiled. “I’m fine. Just an old wound from one of our run-ins with the bounty hunter and his men. I haven’t had a chance to clean my clothes yet.”
Bathsby shook his head incredulously. “I’m amazed you’re still alive. You must have a remarkable constitution, my friend.”
The Ghostwalker tilted his head towards Joseph. “I have him to thank for that. Joseph here is quite talented at treating wounds.”
“I see.” Bathsby turned his head, squinting in the morning sun. “Well, I can certainly get you a change of clothes before you see Her Highness. It’s the least I can do to thank you for all that you have done.”
Before Kendril could object, Bathsby had called an orderly over. After a few barked commands, the man rushed off again, returning a few minutes later with a new shirt and trousers. Kendril reluctantly changed, but still kept his black hooded cloak on, bloodstains and all. When Maklavir started to say something about it the Ghostwalker gave the diplomat such a glare that he quickly stopped himself. After Kendril had finished changing, the three men entered the tent.
What they saw made all of them stop in their tracks. 
Serentha wore an elegant blue dress, sparkling with pearls at the edges. Her hair, no longer matted and mud-stained, was tied back into a ponytail held in place by a sapphire clasp. On her head was a simple circlet of gold with a single diamond set in the center. She was sitting in a cushioned traveling chair towards the back of the tent. Her face lit up as she saw the men enter, and she rose to her feet. Two maids who had been assisting her bowed their heads low and retreated back a step. 
For a moment no one spoke.
Finally Maklavir stepped forward, whipping off his hat and bowing low. “Are you well, Your Highness?”
Her face seemed to fall just slightly. “Yes, I am,” she said, her eyes drifting over towards Joseph, and then to Kendril. “Thanks to all of you,” she added, her face steadying again. “I cannot tell you how grateful I am for what all of you have done. You each risked your lives for me.” She clasped her hands in front of her, as if unsure what to do with them. “I’ve remembered…well, everything. It’s all come back to me in a rush.” She unclasped her hands nervously. “I hope you will all accompany back to Balneth. I know it is a few days journey from here, but I wish to properly reward you for your courage and kindness.”
“Of course,” said Maklavir, keeping the hat in his hand. “I would be most honored, Your Highness.”
Joseph nodded as well, fidgeting a little as if feeling slightly ill at ease. “Thank you.”
Kendril said nothing, staring at Serentha coolly. 
The princess glanced down at the ground. “Wonderful.” She looked up again, her eyes falling on Kendril. “Thank you again,” she said. “For everything.”
Maklavir smiled. “We would do it all over again, Your Highness,” he said.
Serentha smiled as well, and for a moment some of the sadness seemed to lift from her eyes. “I know you would, Maklavir.” She looked at all of them. “If there’s anything you need, please ask Lord Bathsby.”
Maklavir nodded, and bowed again. Joseph dipped his head as well, rubbing his sweaty hands on the legs of his trousers. Maklavir rose, and then exited through the flap of the tent. Joseph followed after him. 
With a quick glance at the princess, Kendril turned to go.
“Kendril,” Serentha said quickly, “could I speak with you a minute?”
The Ghostwalker hesitated at the edge of the tent, but said nothing. He turned back around, lowering his hood. 
Serentha glanced at both of her maids. “Leave me for a moment.”
They bowed, and then exited the tent. 
Kendril and Serentha were left alone, standing awkwardly apart from each other. The sides of the tent rolled softly in the morning breeze, the sun shining through the fabric.
The princess motioned towards a pitcher on a small table. “Would you like something to drink?”
“No,” he said.
She looked away for a moment. “How is your wound?”
“Better,” said Kendril. 
Serentha looked at the Ghostwalker, her eyes filled with a quiet plea. “I didn’t know about any of this, Kendril—”
“Yes,” the young man said with an edge to his voice, “you couldn’t remember.” He looked her up and down, a vague look of distaste on his face. “You seem to be remembering things just fine now.”
Serentha’s face flushed. “I never meant to deceive you, Kendril. You have to know that.”
The Ghostwalker’s eyes grew dark. “The result is the same though, isn’t it?”
Hurt showed in the beautiful young woman’s eyes. “I’m still the same person you know, Kendril. I’m still me.”
“Really?” said Kendril, his voice filled with venom. “And who exactly would that be? Jade or Serentha?”
“Enough,” she said. “I’m Jade, Kendril.”
“And I should call you that, I suppose? Lord Bathsby out there might have a problem with that. And most of your kingdom, too, I’d wager.” The Ghostwalker swore softly, looking away. “Things have changed, Your Highness. Let’s not pretend otherwise.”
There was silence between them for a moment. The only sound was that of the wind outside the tent, and the flapping of the flags just outside the entrance.
Kendril looked down at the ground by one of the tent sides. He took a deep breath. 
“I should go,” he said. “I need to track Simon down. That dumb mule is long overdue for a carrot.”
Serentha sank into the chair, her hands folded in her lap and her eyes on the ground in front of her. She nodded, but said nothing. 
Kendril hesitated for a moment, then raised his hood and turned towards the flap.
“Kendril?” Serentha said quietly. “Will…you come back with me to Balneth?”
The Ghostwalker stopped, one hand on the opening. He looked down at the ground, but made no reply.
Serentha looked up, her voice suddenly hard. “I see. Be sure to see Bathsby before you go, then. He’ll pay you for your services.”
Kendril glared back at her for a moment, then exited the tent.
“Ah, Mr. Kendril,” came Bathsby’s pleasant voice as the Ghostwalker walked into the bright sunshine. “You will no doubt be happy to hear that we have recovered your weapons, and the mule you had inquired about as well.” The nobleman noticed the sour look on the young man’s face. “Is everything all right?”
“Fine.” Kendril took off his gloves, and shoved them into his belt. 
Bathsby gave the Ghostwalker a curious glance. “We can take care of your animal if you would like, at least until we get to Balneth.”
“I won’t be going to Balneth,” said Kendril tightly. 
“I’m very sorry to hear that,” said Bathsby. He stuck out a gloved hand. “It has been a great pleasure meeting you, Mr. Kendril. I wish you well in your journey.”
Kendril took the hand, shaking it briefly. He started down the slight grassy slope away from the tent. 
One of Bathsby’s captains came up next to him, watching Kendril’s dark shape as he walked across the grass. The man gave a quick shudder. 
“Can’t say I’ll be sorry to see him go. You never know what a Ghostwalker is going to do.”
“No,” said Bathsby thoughtfully, stroking his beard. “You certainly don’t.”
 
As the sun rose higher in the sky, the fire had been left to slowly die. All that remained now were some smoking embers. Kendril walked towards the long wooden table, turning one of his pistols over in his hands.
Maklavir was lying in a relaxed pose on the ground, his cap over his face and his arms crossed behind his head. He moved the hat up as Kendril approached.
 “I see you have retrieved your arsenal.” Maklavir chuckled. “Are you sure you have all your guns?”
Kendril grunted in response. Satisfied with his examination, he took the gun and stuck it in his belt. “Where’s Joseph?”
Maklavir sat up, stretching his back. “Out in the woods, collecting herbs.”
“You’re joking.”
“Sadly, no.” The diplomat pulled himself up on one of the wooden benches, and replaced the cap on his head. “You talked with Serentha?”
The Ghostwalker gave him a hard glance. “Yes.”
Maklavir folded his hands in front of him. “Well? What did she have to say? How is she doing?”
“You saw her,” said Kendril briskly. “She’s fine.” He looked back over the clearing towards the edge of the woods. “Well, I guess this is goodbye.”
The diplomat raised an eyebrow. “You’re leaving?”
“I’ve been here too long already. It’s time to move on.”
Maklavir rose up in his seat. “You’re not coming to Balneth? But I thought Serentha—”
“I heard what she said. Tell Joseph I’m sorry I missed him.” He turned.
Maklavir furrowed his brow. “What about that conspiracy theory of yours? Isn’t the princess in danger?”
“She seems to be perfectly well looked after,” said Kendril bitterly. He looked back at the diplomat. “What do you care, anyway?”
“How can I not care? I’ve practically been killed three or four times over in as many days because of her.” He shrugged. “She’s our friend.”
“Not anymore,” said Kendril. “Not now.”
Maklavir gave the Ghostwalker a hard look. “You left on good terms with her, I assume?”
Kendril didn’t answer. He turned to go once more.
The diplomat got quickly to his feet. “Kendril--?”
The Ghostwalker whirled around. “You know what, Maklavir? Stay out of my life.”
“Too late for that,” Maklavir replied quickly. “If had I wanted to stay out of your life I should have left both of you back at the Outpost.”
“Maybe you should have,” said Kendril.
“I couldn’t,” Maklavir said, his eyes narrowing, “and neither could you. Jade needed our help, Kendril. What we were supposed to do, hand her over to those bounty hunters?”
Kendril said nothing, but turned again to go.
“So that’s it?” Maklavir called after him. “You’re just going to leave her?”
“She doesn’t need me,” said Kendril over his shoulder.
The diplomat gave a dark laugh. “Doesn’t need you? You really are blind, aren’t you? Haven’t you seen the way she looks at you?”
Kendril stopped. He looked back. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
Maklavir sighed. “She’s smitten with you, Kendril. She has been since the first day I met her.”
“That’s crazy,” responded Kendril angrily.
“It’s true,” said Maklavir.
The Ghostwalker took a step towards Maklavir. “I’ve taken a vow. She knows that.”
“Yes,” Maklavir continued dryly, “well I’ve rarely found women to think logically about anything, especially love. You can’t just leave like this, Kendril. I’m telling you that as a friend.”
“You’re not my friend,” Kendril said sharply.
“I see,” returned Maklavir. “So who exactly are your friends, Kendril? That mule of yours? Those pistols you carry around?”
Kendril’s lip curled. “What does it matter to you?”
The diplomat leaned forward, his eyes filled with intensity. “Have you for one moment stopped to consider what she is going through? What she’s feeling right now? Talin’s ashes, man, the girl has just had her whole world collapse around her.”
“She doesn’t seem to be doing too badly,” Kendril commented acidly.
“You can’t seriously believe that.” Maklavir’s eyes flashed. “She needs our help and our friendship, Kendril, not our animosity. Especially you.”
The Ghostwalker looked away for a moment, his face wreathed in shadow. For a long moment he said nothing. 
“I can’t help her.”
“Why not?”
Kendril turned his face back around, and Maklavir was momentarily startled by the expression on his face.
“I can’t—” he said through clenched teeth, “because I’ve made a vow.”
Maklavir stared at the Ghostwalker, stunned at the sudden change in him. “I see,” he said at last, his voice slightly shaken. “I won’t bring it up again.”
Kendril nodded, looking away again. “Don’t,” he said. 
He turned and walked away.
 
The soldiers had done their job well. Only seven bandits, including Torin and Kara, were alive. Three of them were wounded, one badly. All were being held on the western side of the clearing, out in the open grass. The nearest edge of the forest was at least fifty yards away, and soldiers in white uniforms were watching them constantly, though always staying at a distance. 
Escape, unfortunately, wasn’t much of an option, at least not under these circumstances. The three wounded men could barely stand, much less run, and the soldiers were vigilant in watching their group. Kara counted at least ten of the white uniforms within twenty yards, most with loaded crossbows. To make things even more difficult, all the bandits had had their arms tied, save for one of the three wounded men whose condition was so bad that the guards had taken pity on him. He lay even now in the grass a few yards away from Kara, moaning and weeping softly from the pain of his injuries. She tried to ignore it the best she could, but to no avail.
Kara had no doubt what their fate was. They would be taken back to Llewyllan, held in prison for a short while, maybe given a trial, but undoubtedly executed in the end. It was the risk one took becoming a highwayman. The Howling Woods were generally safe territory for bandits and thieves of all kinds. No nation or kingdom had any control over the area, though both Llewyllan and Calbraith had long-standing (and conflicting) claims to it. Still, the risk of actual military units from either side entering the forest was almost unheard of. 
The royal symbol of Llewyllan, the peacock, was plastered on the uniform of each soldier, and that meant that they belonged to the Royal Guard, based out of the capital city of Balneth. The livelihood of the numerous bandit groups in the forest lay in the assumption that neither Calbraith nor Llewyllan would risk sending an armed force into the Howling Woods to rescue someone when a simple ransom would suffice. For the Llewyllan Royal Guard to openly track down and assault a small bandit camp implied a matter of utmost importance, perhaps one going to the top levels of their government.
Kara looked over at her brother. “Torin?”
The bandit leader didn’t respond, but sat motionless in the grass, his eyes looking dazedly at a group of dandelions. He seemed to be in shock. Earlier he had been mumbling something to himself, though Kara hadn’t heard what it was. She was starting to worry about him. He had always looked at himself as the father of these men, the one who was responsible for their livelihood. Now most of them were dead. 
A stiff breeze whisked through the grass, brushing against Kara’s trousers. She looked across the clearing, watching the soldiers’ tents ripple and pull in the wind. A figure suddenly caught her attention. It was the bearded scout. He pointed over in the bandits’ direction once or twice. It seemed like he was arguing with the soldiers.
Kara leaned forward, her arms aching from the ropes that bit into them. She watched curiously as the bearded man turned, walking across the wafting grass in their direction. One of the soldiers walked behind him, his crossbow held at the ready. 
As the bearded man came close he slung a large leather bag off his shoulder.
“Come to gloat?” asked Kara icily.
Joseph gave a half-smile. “I see you’re just as cheerful as the last time I saw you.” He knelt down in the grass by the badly wounded man, and set the large bag in the grass to his side. 
The soldier with the crossbow remained standing several yards away, his weapon pointed at the captured bandits.
Kara straightened herself in the grass. 
The guard with the crossbow immediately aimed at her, his eyes alert and suspicious.
“I’d be careful, if I were you,” said Joseph without looking up. He pulled several small pouches and bandages out of the sack. “These soldiers are pretty jumpy. They almost didn’t let me come over here.”
Kara glanced over at Torin. Her brother was staring off towards the forest, his face distant. She looked back over at Joseph.
“So why are you here?”
Joseph tugged gently at the man’s clothes, cutting them away where they covered his wounds. “To help.”
Kara smirked. “Sure.” 
The scout began cleaning out the man’s wounds, applying various herbs and salves. He looked up at Kara. “Are there any others?”
She started to respond, but felt the answer catch unexpectedly in her throat. She shook her head instead, looking back over towards the remaining bandits. “They killed everyone else,” she said.
Joseph finished bandaging the man’s wounds. He wiped the blood off his hands with a hand rag. “I’m sorry,” he said quietly.
“I’ll bet you are,” Kara responded.
Joseph said nothing. He threw his things back into the bag, and moved over to the next wounded man. “Give me your arm,” he said.
The bandit pulled back. “Stay away from me,” he snarled.
Joseph held up his hands. “All right.”
Kara looked over at him. “You must think a lot of yourself, huh?”
The scout grabbed his bag again. “What do you mean?”
She gave a sardonic smile. “Helping your former captors. That’s rich. You hand out food to widows and orphans, too?”
To her surprise, the man smiled. “Only on my days off.” He leaned back on his heels. “I’m just trying to help, that’s all.”
Kara snorted. “Help? Why?”
Joseph shrugged. “It’s the decent thing to do.”
“Decency doesn’t mean a lot out here,” she retorted.
The scout slung the bag back over his shoulder. “You have to start somewhere.”
Torin looked up suddenly, as if suddenly awaking from a dream. “Then start somewhere else,” he growled. “We don’t need your help here, and we don’t want it.”
Kara glanced over at Torin, her face showing her surprise. 
Joseph gave the man a long stare, then nodded, rising slowly to his feet. “Have it your way.” He looked over at Kara.
“Kara, right?”
She nodded, a little taken aback. “Yes.”
“Joseph.” He pulled down the brim of his hat. “If your other men change their minds, just tell the guards. I’ll do my best to patch them up.”
He walked away, and the guard followed slowly behind him. 
“Good riddance,” came Torin’s voice from behind her.
“He didn’t mean any harm,” Kara said, surprised by her own words. “Maybe we should have let him help.”
Torin narrowed his eyes. “He and all those soldier-friends of his have helped enough for one day.” He looked away once more, his face clenched with rage and frustration.
Kara started to open her mouth to argue, but thought better of it. She turned her head, looking back towards where Joseph was retreating in the distance. 
He turned, just once, and she thought she caught a glimpse of him looking back at her. 
Then he was lost amongst the tents of the Royal Guard.
 



Chapter 2
 
“You look like you’ve had it real rough.”
Kendril walked across the straw and dung-covered floor, carefully making his way towards the third stall of the stable. 
Simon’s ears perked up as he saw his master coming. He gave a loud bray.
Kendril wrinkled his nose, stepping around a pile of horse manure. “Yeah, I hear you. Quiet down.” He stepped over to Simon’s stall, and gave the animal a hard rub on the nose. 
The mule lashed his tail happily.
Kendril looked down into the eating trough. “Fresh hay? Oh yeah, real rough.”
Simon bumped his nose into the Ghostwalker’s chest. 
Kendril gave him another pat on the nose.
“All right, settle down boy. We’re leaving soon. Here, I’ve got something for you. Though with all this hay I doubt you need it.”
He reached into his pocket and pulled out a half-eaten apple. 
Simon took it eagerly, chewing noisily as he devoured it.
“They didn’t have any carrots.” Kendril said, leaning up against the stall. He rotated his shoulder, wincing at the ache in his side. “Don’t get too comfortable.”
Simon finished the apple, then began sniffing around in Kendril’s vest for more. He gave the Ghostwalker a questioning glance.
“No,” said Kendril, “we’re not leaving with the others. It’ll just be the two of us.”
The beast snorted.
“Oh, really? What, are you going to miss Maklavir’s charming company?”
 Simon huffed loudly.
Kendril chuckled softly. “Yeah, me neither.” He gave the mule a sharp glance. “Don’t tell me it’s her?”
The animal dropped his head in shame. 
The Ghostwalker sighed, tapping the gate of the stall with his hand. “No attachments, Simon. That’s the rule. Especially with women.”
The mule gave a plaintive whine.
Kendril crossed his arms, staring at the trough. “Yeah,” he said after a moment, “I know.”
There was a long silence, with only the sounds of the soldiers outside and the birds singing.
“Am I interrupting anything?” 
Kendril looked up, startled. 
Serentha was at the far end of the stables, looking in through the open door. She stepped inside, negotiating carefully around some spilled chicken feed. 
The Ghostwalker looked back at the wall. He shrugged. “No. I was just seeing how Simon was doing.”
She glanced at the mule. “He doesn’t look too bad.”
Kendril looked over at her. “Are you kidding? Those bandits treated him like a king compared to the rest of us.”
Serentha came up to the stall. She leaned over and scratched Simon behind one of his ears. The mule grunted happily. She looked over at Kendril.
“I guess you’ll be leaving soon?” she said quietly.
Kendril shrugged, kicking at some straw with his boot. “Who knows?”
She gave Simon a final pat. “Oh, I almost forgot.” She reached behind her back, and her hand emerged with a carrot. 
Simon’s eyes widened.
Kendril raised his eyebrows. “Where in Zanthora did you find that?”
Serentha gave a demure smile. “Being a princess has its advantages.” She held out the carrot to the mule, who took it gratefully in his teeth. A second later he was munching it joyfully.
The Ghostwalker frowned at Serentha. “What are you trying to do, make me look bad?” He gave the mule a friendly swat. “Just remember who owns you, you great dumb oaf.”
The young woman glanced back at the door to the stable. “I should probably go. Bathsby seems to go crazy whenever I run around without an escort.”
The Ghostwalker smirked. “As well he should. After all, who knows what kind of disreputable people you might run into around here?”
She gave a half-smile. “I’ve heard there are Ghostwalkers out and about. It makes a poor girl’s heart tremble.”
Kendril nodded grimly. “I’d definitely stay away from any of them.”
“You’ve heard bad things?”
“The worst. Things you wouldn’t believe.”
She gave him a coy look. “You never know. I just might.” Her look dropped to the ground for a moment. “Look, Kendril, about earlier—”
“Yes,” said Kendril suddenly, “I wanted to talk to you about that.” He paused. “I’ve decided to…come with you to Balneth after all.”
Serentha looked up at him. “You have?”
He glanced back at Simon, who was fishing around in the trough for more vegetables. “I have some business there I had…forgotten about.”
She cocked her head. “Business?”
He gave the straw another kick. “Yeah. So I thought I’d go with you after all, if that’s alright.”
She smiled. “You can even stay in the palace, if you want. We have plenty of room.”
Kendril nodded. “That would be nice.”
Serentha gave Simon one last scratch on the nose. “Well, I should get going. If I know Bathsby we’ll be heading out soon. He doesn’t like to stay in one place too long.” She turned and threaded her way back to the door.
Kendril watched her until she disappeared from sight. For several minutes he didn’t move, lost in thought. Finally he looked over at Simon.
“Wipe that smile off your face,” he told the mule.
 
The weather held all through the rest of that day and into the next, with the sun shining brightly and only a few tufts of clouds to obscure its warmth. The camp had packed up and left the clearing by late afternoon, as soon as Bathsby was convinced the road was clear of dangers. The entire ensemble was soon heading east down the forest road. 
Joseph offered his services as a scout, and before long was riding far ahead of the main column, galloping back periodically with his reports. Serentha rode in the royal carriage, and after much cajoling she managed to persuade Maklavir to ride with her and pass the time playing cards. On all sides of the carriage were soldiers of the Royal Guard. Lord Bathsby made sure several men patrolled the woods on each side in order to foil any further ambush plots. 
Towards the back of the column came the prisoners. They were all tied to one another with ropes in a line. Several guards rode on horseback nearby, watching the bandits’ every movement carefully. The thief who was too wounded to ride was thrown unceremoniously in the back of one of the supply carts that made up the rear of the column. Even here the soldiers took no chances, but posted guards over him at all times. Kara could do nothing but trudge wearily along the dirt road, looking vainly for any chance for escape. There was none.
Towards the end of the column came Kendril, leading Simon behind him. He walked with his rifle slung over one shoulder, his eyes constantly watching the forest to either side of him with an untiring vigilance. The nearest soldiers kept their distance from the Ghostwalker, casting suspicious glances in his direction. 
It was quite an ensemble of people, and one that was far too intimidating a target for any of the other groups of highwaymen that called the Howling Woods home.
In the late afternoon of the following day the group left the Howling Woods, the dark trees of the forest gradually disappearing behind them. In front of the lumbering column the road stretched east over rolling plains, with the glimmering white peaks of the Shadow Mountains just visible to the south. Another spout of rain hit just before sundown, and the night was a long and cold one. The following day rose on the wind-swept plains bright and clear, however, and the weather soon turned warmer. 
The road continued east over the fields, and occasionally the column passed by a small town, where it was often greeted by playful children and barking dogs that followed the soldiers as far as they could down the road. Windmills dotted the landscape, their huge wooden fins turning slowly in the strong breeze that gusted perpetually over the golden grass of western Llewyllan. 
Everyone seemed to feel freshly invigorated by the change from the stuffiness and closeness of the woods, Serentha most of all. She laughed more easily, waving to the local children who ran beside the carriage and playing cards with Maklavir with increasing skill. Still, at moments her face would cloud over despite the bright sunshine, and Maklavir noticed that she was often to be found glancing back towards the rear of the column.
It was towards the end of the third day when Joseph, riding far ahead of the rest of the group, noticed a group of horsemen in the distance, riding swiftly west down the road. As they got closer he noticed that there were about a dozen or so, the feathers in their hats fluttering in the breeze. The banner of Llewyllan flew in their midst.
He turned his horse around, and galloped swiftly back towards the head of the princess’ column. 
Lord Bathsby rode out in front, his blue hat buffeted by the steady wind. 
Joseph pointed back down the road as he drew his horse to a halt. “Twelve riders, my lord, coming fast down the road. They’re flying the flag of Llewyllan.”
Bathsby looked back at the royal carriage and the line of soldiers marching on the road, shading his eyes from the light of the setting sun. He nodded, then turned to one of the men beside him. “Captain, gather some men together.” 
The officer nodded, then began barking out some orders to the mounted men behind him. 
Lord Bathsby looked over at Joseph. “You will accompany us?”
“Gladly.”
Bathsby nodded. “Then let’s go. Captain?”
Thirty seconds later they were riding hard down the east road, over the slight rise that obstructed their sight. As they cleared the crest, they saw the riders approaching about a hundred yards away.
Bathsby pulled his men to a trot and then a full halt as the riders in front of them came close. 
They slowed as well, their peacock banner drifting in the wind. The rider in front took off his hat, and rode forwards towards them. He was a handsome man, wearing an elegant silk coat with fancy ruffles on the sleeves and buttons made of ivory on the cuffs. Long blond hair curled down to his shoulders, blowing softly in the breeze. 
“Lord Bathsby?” the rider said, his hat still in his hand. 
Bathsby nodded stiffly. “Lord Whitmore. I trust all is well with the King?”
“As well as can be expected.” Whitmore leaned in eagerly, replacing his hat. “What news of the princess? Have you found her?”
“We have.” Bathsby eyed Whitmore carefully. “She’s back there, riding in the carriage.”
“Thank Eru,” breathed Whitmore, leaning back in his saddle. “She’s all right, then?”
“For the moment,” said Bathsby. He pulled his horse’s head back to the front. “She was being held by bandits. We took care of them.”
Whitmore shook his head. “Bandits? That’s quite astonishing. I wouldn’t have thought they had the strength or courage to attack a royal convoy.”
“Yes, well apparently they did.” Bathsby cocked his head. “What news from the frontier?”
The nobleman shook his head heavily, the curls in his hair swaying. “Not good. Two settlements have been completely destroyed, and another evacuated. It looks like the Jogarthi are in open revolt again.”
Bathsby scowled. “That is ill news indeed.” He looked out towards the darkening fields with a heavy sigh. “I suppose we should make camp for the night here. If we’re lucky we should make Balneth by tomorrow evening.”
Lord Whitmore glanced back eagerly at the royal carriage. “The princess is in her carriage, you say? I was hoping to have a word with her.”
Joseph saw Bathsby’s face grow rather thin. “Yes, she is,” he said slowly.
“Splendid,” said Whitmore. “I shall speak to her without delay.” He touched the brim of his hat in salute, then gave his horse a kick. 
The band of riders rode past, their horses kicking up dirt in their wake. 
Joseph caught a quick glance of one of the riders in a long blue cloak and black hat, who gave him a chilling stare before passing. Surprised, the scout looked after the man, but he did not turn around again.
“Captain,” said Bathsby in a low tone, “make camp here for the night. Double the guard.”
“Yes sir,” replied the rider, then wheeled and rode back towards the column as well.
The rest of the horses turned, clopping their way down the road towards where the column had stopped. Before they were halfway there the soldiers began making camp. Fires began to appear as bright dots against the dark backdrop of the fields around them, and tents began to rise up like ghostly shapes. Joseph pulled his horse up until he was riding along next to Bathsby.
“This Lord Whitmore,” said Joseph quietly to Lord Bathsby, “he is a friend of the princess?”
The nobleman looked over with a snort. “Friend? I suppose so. Though I shouldn’t doubt Whitmore desires more.”
A breeze caught the mane of Joseph’s horse, tossing it gently. “You sound as if you don’t approve of the man.”
Bathsby glanced over at Joseph again, his eyes as hard as steel. “Lord Whitmore is a man of opportunity, if you get my meaning. He means to have the throne.”
The scout blinked. “I’m sorry?”
Bathsby’s face darkened. “The throne of Llewyllan. Whitmore is from one of the oldest and wealthiest families in the nation. His blood is almost as blue as that of King Nathan himself.” He glanced down at the ground with a sigh. “Our King is in poor health. He has been for a long time. Whitmore hopes to secure his own future before His Majesty’s passing.”
Joseph felt a chill in the pit of his stomach. “Serentha is the King’s eldest child?”
“His only child.” Bathsby returned the salute of two of the camp guards as they rode past. “Whitmore means to marry her and claim the throne.” He gave a bitter chuckle. “He’s a snake, that one. As oily and reptilian a creature as you’ll ever find.”
They were in the camp now, riding down the main road as tents were being set up all around them. The sun had completely set in the western sky, and the night was beginning to thicken all the more. 
Joseph was lost in thought for a moment. “The man in the blue cloak who was riding next to Whitmore,” he said at length, “do you happen to know who he is?”
Bathsby pondered for a moment. “I can’t remember his name just now. He’s one of Whitmore’s close friends, an arrogant and cruel man, if you don’t mind me speaking plainly.”
They pulled their horses to a stop. The royal carriage was just up ahead, though it was too dark to see it clearly.
“Reginald, I think his name is,” said Bathsby. “Sir Reginald.”
 
“We should stop,” said Maklavir, putting down his cards with a sigh. “It’s getting too dark to see anymore.”
“Just one more hand,” begged Serentha, examining her cards carefully by the light of the lamp in the carriage compartment. “I’m doing too well to stop now.”
“I know you’re doing well,” Maklavir responded with a chuckle. “Too well, I’d say. You don’t want all your luck to run out in one day.”
“Oh, Maklavir,” she chided, “you’re so negative. All right, no more for now. We’ll pick up again tomorrow.”
“Your Highness is too kind,” Maklavir said with a smile. “I beginning to think I never should have taught you this game. It’s hardly fitting for a lady.”
“Please, Maklavir,” she responded with a short laugh, “I can’t believe how much fun I was missing. I never—”
Something outside caught her attention. She reached over, opened the door and jumped outside. 
Maklavir looked over quickly to see a rider dismounting from his horse. 
“Lord Whitmore!” Serentha cried as she stepped onto the ground.
The man removed his foot from the stirrup and whipped off his hat. “Your Highness,” he said, bowing low and taking her hand. He kissed it, sweeping his hat to the side. “I am relieved to see you are safe.”
Serentha smiled gratefully, turning back towards the carriage. “Allow me to introduce you to my good friend, Maklavir.”
Maklavir stepped down from the coach and gave a courteous bow. “Lately of the service of King Luxium of Valmingaard. And whom do I have the pleasure of addressing?”
“I am Lord Whitmore,” the young man said. He gave Serentha a side-glance. “I was hoping to talk to Her Highness alone for a moment.”
Maklavir straightened. “But of course. I think I will go and see if I can find something to eat. I’m positively famished. Good evening, Your Highness.” He lifted his cap in farewell, then set off down the line of rising tents, whistling softly to himself. 
Whitmore watched him go with a curious glance. “You met him recently?”
Serentha watched after the man as well, a smile on her face. “Just a week ago or so. He has risked his life for me countless times since then.”
“I see. The measure of a man is always in his actions, I say.” His face changed suddenly. “Are you hurt?”
Serentha stared at him in confusion a moment, then lightly touched her head, laughing. “I had almost forgotten. No, I’m fine. It’s practically healed now.”
“That’s good,” Whitmore replied. He glanced out over the bustling camp. “Would you care to go for a walk? I have something I wish to discuss with you.”
“Certainly,” said Serentha. “My legs could use a stretch after riding all day in the carriage.”
They walked together through the pale white tents. Around them soldiers were beginning to settle in for the night, cooking their meals, drinking some rum, and playing dice around the fire. Laughter and raised voices spilled throughout the maze of tents. High above them the stars were strung in a dazzling display across the heavens.
As they walked a little ways away from the tents into the open field, Whitmore cleared his throat.
“As I said, Your Highness, there is something of importance I wish to speak to you about.”
Serentha took her eyes off the stars above. “Yes, Lord Whitmore?”
“Your know your father is very ill. I wish it were not so, but it is.”
Her face paled slightly. “Yes, I know.”
Whitmore looked up at her. “I will be blunt, Your Highness. I intend to formally ask your father for your hand in marriage. I do it not for myself, you understand,” he added quickly. “I believe it is best for Llewyllan. I have spoken to the king already, and he is of a similar mind.” 
She stared at him, shocked into silence. Over the clear night air came the sound of some soldiers singing a drinking song. It was badly out of tune.
Whitmore turned, his eyes searching back towards the ghostly white shapes of the tents. “I am sorry to burden you with this, especially now after everything you’ve been through. But your father grows more ill day by day.” He looked back over at her, his eyes reflecting the light of the rising moon. “Our time grows short, Serentha. I would have formally asked your father already, but I wanted to talk to you first.” He smiled apologetically. “I was going to ask you when you came back from Merewith. Obviously that didn’t turn out quite as any of us planned.”
Serentha tried to speak, but suddenly found her voice gone. She tried to swallow, her mouth dry. 
Whitmore’s face grew worried. “This cannot be a surprise,” he said. “You must have known…I mean—”
She looked away quickly, finding her voice. “I’m sorry, Lord Whitmore. No, of course this isn’t a surprise. I’m just—” she paused, feeling an aching feeling inside her chest.
“I understand,” said Whitworth. “And I apologize. It was foolish of me to put this kind of stress on you. I can only imagine what ordeals you have been through in the last few days.” He took his hat in his hands. “We will not be back in Balneth until tomorrow night. Please think this over as long as you wish. I won’t speak to your father again before then.”
She closed her eyes, feeling the wind on her face and the rustle of grass against her dress. “I will, Lord Whitmore. Thank you.”
The nobleman turned the hat awkwardly in his hands. “Think carefully, Serentha,” he said softly. “If your father dies without an heir apparent, there may be several people who might…” he paused uncertainly, “might push claims to the throne. It could lead to a civil war.”
Serentha didn’t open her eyes. “I know.”
Whitmore put his hat back on. “I’m sorry, Serentha. I truly am. All I ask is that you consider my suggestion.”
He waited for a moment or two, then turned, walking back across the grass to the tents. 
Serentha remained standing on the dark field, her eyes closed and her hair wafting in the wind.
 
The guards snapped to attention as Sir Reginald rode up, his eyes on the prisoners between the wagons. The bandits were seated on the ground on the outskirts of the camp, watched over carefully by at least half a dozen soldiers. The guards had eaten first, then had warily untied the prisoners, allowing them some stale bread and cheese for dinner. The thieves were still eating as Reginald looked over them.
“Sir?” said the nearest soldier with a salute.
The nobleman gestured to the bandits with a flick of his horse’s reigns. “This is all of them?”
“Yes, sir.” The soldier gave a smug grin. “We killed the rest.”
Reginald looked over the faces of each of the men very carefully, then visibly relaxed. “Very good, very good.” 
His eyes fell on Kara, who was staring up at him defiantly. 
The soldier followed Reginald’s gaze. “She’s a handful, she is,” he said in a low voice.
“Is she, now?” Sir Reginald chuckled. “Imagine finding such a beautiful rose amongst such rank weeds. This certainly bears looking into. Bring her here, sergeant.”
The soldier started. “Beg pardon, sir?”
The nobleman gave an impatient wave of his hand. “Bring her here. I would have a closer look at so lovely a thief.”
The guard gave Sir Reginald a doubtful look, but nevertheless moved over to Kara, then hauled the young woman to her feet and pushed her forward. 
Torin straightened himself in the grass and watched with glowering eyes.
Kara stumbled before Sir Reginald, who was still seated on his horse. The guard stood behind her, one hand on the hilt of his sword. 
The nobleman looked her up and down. “What is your name, lass?”
She glared up at him, but said nothing. 
“Come now,” chuckled the nobleman, “you aren’t mute, are you?”
Kara looked down. “Kara.”
“There,” said Sir Reginald lightly, “that’s better. Are you hungry?”
“The prisoners have already been fed, sir,” the sergeant voiced.
Reginald gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “Stale bread and moldy cheese? Please, sergeant, such fare is hardly appropriate for such a beautiful woman.” He looked down at Kara. “Perhaps I could find something better for you, Ms. Kara.”
The young woman smiled. “Please, just Kara. And yes, I would like something to eat.”
Joseph walked out from between two tents, his large bag of herbs and salves slung over one shoulder. He glanced up quickly as he noticed Reginald and Kara.
“Perhaps you might accompany me back to my tent,” Sir Reginald continued. “I hate to think of such a lovely a young woman as yourself sleeping out in the open like this.”
“Sir,” the sergeant said in a warning tone, “perhaps it would be better to keep all the prisoners together.”
“Oh, I hardly think this young lady will be too much for me to handle,” said Reginald with a laugh. He held out a hand to Kara with a disarming smile. “Well, my dear, will you come with me?”
Joseph set his bag down and watched the scene before him with a calm gaze. 
Kara looked away shyly. “I don’t know, my liege. After all, I barely know you—”
“Oh, tut-tut,” replied the nobleman. “I assure you that I am a perfect gentleman. Now what say you?”
Kara looked up again, then gave an embarrassed smile. “Well, in that case, perhaps it would be all right.”
Sir Reginald smiled warmly. “Of course it would, lass.” He extended his hand again. “Now take my hand and we’ll ride back together.”
The young woman looked up at the man with soulful eyes. She reached up for his hand.
And then, with one hard yank, she pulled him off his horse.
Startled, Sir Reginald struggled to rise, his horse already pulling away in confusion. 
In the blink of an eye Kara snatched a dagger from the nobleman’s belt, then leapt behind him and thrust the edge of the blade to his throat.
The guards drew their swords, surrounding the girl instantly. 
Joseph’s rapier was immediately in his hand as well.
Sir Reginald choked and sputtered as Kara pressed the steel into his neck.
“I’ll cut his throat if anyone moves,” she snarled.
Reginald’s eyes grew wild with fear. His hands clutched at Kara’s arm.
 Joseph took a step forward. “Don’t be foolish,” he said. “You won’t get out of here like that.”
She gave a half smile. “We’ll see.” She looked over at the sergeant. “Let my friends go. Now.”
Torin leapt to his feet, causing one of the guards to nervously point a crossbow at him. He glanced over at the soldier, then back at his sister. “Kara--”
She didn’t look over at him, but kept her eyes focused on the sergeant in front of her. “Let them go now,” she said again, “or I swear by Eru I’ll cut his throat!”
Sir Reginald gave a sharp cry as the blade cut into his neck, bringing a trace of blood. “Do it! Do it!” he shouted, his voice panicked. “Do whatever she says!”
Kara twisted slightly, and glanced to her left. “You have three seconds,” she said. “One—”
There was a whistling noise in the air, and suddenly something hard struck Kara’s hand that held the knife. 
She gave a cry of pain, then dropped the dagger and fell back. 
Sir Reginald lurched forward, gasping for breath. He clutched at his throat.
Kara turned to run, and lunged for the horse’s bridle, but a guard was already there, his rapier held at her throat. In moments a soldier grabbed her by each arm, pinning them behind her back and turning her around. She struggled violently, kicking and twisting in their grip. 
Reginald got slowly to his feet, his hands shaking. 
Joseph walked up silently, retrieved his throwing dagger from off the ground and stuck it back into the top of his boot. 
“Are you all right, sir?” asked the sergeant.
The nobleman didn’t respond. He rubbed his throat and stared angrily at Kara. 
She glared back at him, still held tight by the guards. 
“So you have some fire in you, do you, lass?” Reginald said in a cold voice. “We will have to see to that.” He glanced behind him at Torin, who was watching them intently.
“Her brother,” the sergeant offered, answering Reginald’s unspoken question.
“Ah,” said Reginald. “I see.” He looked over at Kara. “Perhaps we can teach you to be more respectful.”
The nobleman reached for his horse’s saddle, and pulled out a wheelock pistol. He turned and fired.
The bullet struck Torin directly in his chest. He toppled backwards. 
Kara screamed, then broke free of the hold of her startled guards and ran to her brother.
 Joseph took a step forward, his eyes wide.
“Torin!” Kara cried, throwing herself onto his fallen form. 
The bandit leader choked for a brief moment, as if trying to breathe. His eyes closed, and he went limp. 
“Torin!” Kara buried her face in his bloodstained shirt, weeping uncontrollably.
Several men from the campsite came running up, their weapons out and ready. 
Joseph looked over at Reginald with a livid glare. “You killed that man in cold blood.”
Reginald replaced his smoking pistol unconcernedly. “He was going to die anyway,” he said diffidently. “Perhaps this way his sister will learn a valuable lesson in respect.”
Joseph stared at the man.
“What’s going on here?” demanded Bathsby, pushing his way through the growing circle of onlookers. “What happened?”
“One of the prisoners attempted to escape,” replied Sir Reginald easily. He mounted his horse, rubbing his throat again. “It’s nothing of consequence.” He shot Joseph a challenging glare.
Bathsby looked up at the man skeptically, then over at Kara, who was still sobbing over her brother’s fallen form. “All right,” he said in a steely voice, “everyone back to their tents. Move!”
The crowd started to slowly dissipate. 
With a last parting glare at Kara, Sir Reginald rode off, his horse winding its way through the tents.
Joseph looked over at Lord Bathsby. “There was no escape attempt,” he said firmly.
Bathsby put a hand on Joseph’s shoulder. “With a man of Sir Reginald’s bearing,” he said quietly, “it doesn’t matter. There’s nothing you can do about it, Joseph. Best to let it go.”
He turned, scattering the remaining soldiers back to their tents. 
Joseph stood silently for a moment, watching Kara as her sobs became soundless, her face on her brother’s chest. 
Then, at long last, he turned and left.
 



Chapter 3
 
The morning dawned bright and clear, with a steady breeze from the north. The convoy was quickly on the road again, marching steadily towards the rising sun.
Serentha sat quietly in her carriage for most of the day, uninterested in cards or even conversation. Twice Lord Whitmore rode by the window of the carriage, and both times the princess looked quickly away, pretending not to see him. Maklavir noticed it all, but said nothing. 
In the rear of the column Kara walked forward with her gaze fixed on the ground and her shoulders slumped. Her eyes seemed vacant and lifeless, as if all hope had been drained from her. Joseph rode past the prisoners several times, and each time glanced concernedly over at Kara. She never looked up.
By noon they had stopped for a brief lunch, though Bathsby passed the word down for the men not to take more than half an hour. The capital was close, and he hoped to reach it before dinner. In exactly thirty minutes the column was once again on the road, following the winding path even further to the east.
In the late afternoon, shouts from the head of the column caused Serentha to lean out the carriage window, peering up ahead. What she saw took her breath away.
Balneth lay just a couple miles ahead, the glistening white walls of the city stretching around to the north and south. The towering pinnacle of the city’s cathedral rose above the top of the walls, its bell tower reaching up towards the heavens. At the far eastern end of the city was a long rocky outcrop that stretched up towards a bluff that commanded the entire area. On top of it was the squat shape of Castle Dunhill, its banners drifting lazily in the morning breeze. A narrow winding road led to the castle gate, snaking up the steep hill from the city below. To the south and east of the city the low brown shapes of the Dagger Hills swept away towards the Shadow Mountains, whose peaks broke ominously into the skyline far to the south.
As they got closer horns began blowing from the city wall at the sign of the column’s arrival, and the tiny figures of soldiers gathered around the great western gate. 
From the rear of the column, Kendril looked with quiet awe at the sight before him.
“Magnificent, isn’t it?” came a sudden voice to his side.
Kendril turned his head to see Bathsby riding alongside him. The lord slowed his horse to match the Ghostwalker’s pace. 
“It certainly is,” Kendril agreed.
The nobleman glanced down at him. “You’ve never been to Balneth before?”
Kendril shook his head. “I’ve only heard of it. Never seen it in person.”
Lord Bathsby laughed. “Well, allow me to play the tour guide.” He swept his hand towards the long white walls that were drawing closer and closer as they rode. “The walls are made of white limestone, which is plentiful in the hills to the south of here. Some of our historians claim that Balneth has been settled as far back as the Rajathan Empire.”
The Ghostwalker looked back at Simon, who was plodding along behind them. “You believe that?”
Bathsby shrugged. “It’s hard to say where legend and myth leave off and history begins with Balneth. There are old Rajathan ruins to the south of here, in the Dagger Hills, but they’re worn down to almost nothing now.”
The city gate towered a hundred feet above them, and guards were visible on the high wall. The peacock banners of Llewyllan flapped from where they hung against the stone. Kendril gazed up at the white stonework of the gateway as they passed underneath.
“Impressive,” he commented.
“That it is,” said Bathsby proudly. “A hundred stone masons and carpenters work all year long just to maintain the city walls.” He glanced up, his breast swelling with pride.
They passed through the gate into the city itself. The main street ran through the center of the town, with buildings crowding in on every side. Women brushed dirt out of their homes with straw brooms while children played in the streets. Chickens ran loose over the cobblestones, squawking and flapping as they struggled to get out of the way of the marching soldiers. As the royal carriage clattered down the street, the castle grew larger to the east like an ancient giant surveying the land.
“This is one of the residential sections,” said Bathsby with a twinge of contempt in his voice. “The central market is a few streets over, to the north. Down that way,” he pointed to the southeast, “are where most of the armorers and blacksmiths have their shops.”
“I’ve heard impressive things about Balneth steel,” said Kendril as he looked over at the wooden houses and tight twisting alleys all around them. “It’s said there is no equal.”
Bathsby nodded. “The finest swords in Rothland are made here,” he said. “Each blacksmith hands down the secrets of his craft to his son, and they to their sons.” A dog appeared at an alley to their side, barking at the passing men.
They passed through a large courtyard, a fountain gurgling in the center. On all sides were small bakeries, clockwork shops, and tailors. Kendril glanced over indifferently at the wares displayed in the windows. 
“Ah,” said Bathsby, “I had almost forgotten. Our Cathedral. One of the tallest on the continent.”
Kendril glanced up as the bell tower of the church came into view. He shaded his eyes against the sun. “It doesn’t look as tall as the one in Archangel.”
Bathsby gave a good-natured smile. “No, it isn’t. I suppose Balneth can’t be first in everything.”
The column reached the western end of the city, then began the slow climb up the steep incline towards Castle Dunhill. The path was carved out of the solid rock, with several switchbacks on the way to the top. Large statues of long-dead kings stood at each bend in the trail, carved out of white marble. Many were missing heads and arms, some were almost completely destroyed by the grinding passage of time. 
“These are the past rulers of Balneth,” said Bathsby softly. “The kings are buried here, in catacombs that delve deep beneath the rock. Many of these statues date back to the Forgotten Years. Most of their names have been lost to us.”
Kendril glanced back behind them at the city, which was sprawled out in all directions. The sun glinted off the cathedral tower, catching the light of the stained glass windows set into its sides. 
He looked up towards the castle. There were still several switchbacks above them. “Seems like an ideal defensive position.”
The nobleman nodded his agreement. “It is said that Castle Dunhill has never fallen to an enemy. Only once has a foe come close to breaching its walls.”
Kendril shifted the long rifle on his shoulder. “The Siege of Balneth, in 1762. During the Third Despair.”
“Why Mr. Kendril,” said Bathsby with a look of surprise, “I had no idea you were such a student of military history.”
“I dabble,” responded the Ghostwalker tersely. He gave Simon a warning tug on his bridle before the mule could stop to sniff at a plant growing along the road.
“More than that, I imagine,” said the nobleman in a thoughtful voice. “You’ve seen battle before, haven’t you?”
It was Kendril’s turn to be surprised. “Yes,” he said carefully. “I have.”
Bathsby nodded grimly. “I thought as much. I can always tell a man who’s been in combat. I can see it in their eyes. Where did you serve?”
Kendril stepped around a fallen boulder in the path. “I’d rather not say.”
“Ah,” said the nobleman knowingly. He gave a wry smile. “Badera, then?”
The Ghostwalker grinned at the jest. “What about you?” he returned. “How long have you been in the army?”
“As long as I can remember,” Bathsby laughed. “I joined when I was still a boy, and I’ve been a soldier ever since.” He saw Kendril’s questioning glance. “My family was never very wealthy,” he explained. “My father was a shoemaker, in fact. A very good shoemaker, mind you, but a shoemaker nonetheless. I had to work my way up through the ranks, by tooth and claw.” He chuckled softly. “I earned my title from the King himself after a hard-fought campaign against raiders from the Spice Lands just a few years back.”
“Impressive,” said Kendril. “It’s no small thing to go from being the son of a shoemaker to a Lord.”
A hard look came into Bathsby’s eyes. “No, it isn’t,” he agreed. “I determined when I was young that my life would amount to something, something great. I had to work hard to get everything I have. Not like some of these other twits who receive a regiment and a title for their sixteenth birthday.” His face darkened. “There are far too many of those in Llewyllan.”
They had reached the summit of the rocky hill. The castle loomed above them. Its great stone walls stretched off to each side. There was a loud cranking noise as the drawbridge lowered over the deep ditch surrounding the fortress. 
Bathsby snapped his horse’s reigns. “I should get back to the head of the column,” he said. “Perhaps later we can talk further. Two old soldiers like us should spend an evening reminiscing together.”
Kendril nodded. “Sure.”
Bathsby gave a parting salute, then kicked his horse, galloping off towards the front of the line.
 
The courtyard of the castle was larger than it looked from the outside. The royal palace was directly ahead, nestled against the eastern end of the yard. It was of obviously more recent construction than the castle itself, which looked far older. A gravel path led across the grassy lawn to the palace’s entrance, winding around a large statue of a knight on horseback slaying a dragon. From there the path was bordered on each side by pairs of well-trimmed trees that led all the way to the palace’s front steps. 
A large garden stretched off to the left of the palace, all the way to the inside north wall of the castle. Several sparkling fountains and rows of brightly colored flowers were visible, along with the occasional stone bench for relaxing. In the middle of the expansive garden was a large hedge maze. To the right of the palace was a large pond, shimmering in the late afternoon sunshine. Two white swans drifted silently across its surface like majestic monarchs.
There were other buildings in the courtyard. Directly to the left of the statue was a squat and unimpressive building, made of stark red brick with long dark windows. In it were the war and administrative offices of the monarchy, along with the many other divisions of the Llewyllian bureaucracy. Beyond that was the low shape of the armory huddled against the northwestern wall, and alongside it the stables. To the right of the statue was a small chapel. Behind it, jutting up against the southern wall, was a storage buildings for food and other supplies. Beside that, just south of and adjacent to the western gate through which the group was entering, was the barracks for the Royal Guard. 
As they entered the courtyard, the soldiers halted before the statue in the center, standing at attention until an officer finally dismissed them. The royal carriage lumbered up to the front steps of the palace. Several servants rushed forward to open the door and threw down a footstool for the princess. 
Serentha emerged, blinking in the bright sunshine. She was followed a moment later by Maklavir. Lord Bathsby and Lord Whitmore rode up at the same time, then dismounted and handed their horses over to the servants. They both bowed before the princess.
Serentha motioned them to rise. “I’m sure my father is anxious to see me,” she said. “I would like to introduce him to the friends who have risked so much on my behalf.” She glanced behind her eagerly. “Where are Joseph and Kendril?”
“Right here,” said Kendril as he walked up, Simon sauntering along behind him. “Last I saw of Joseph he was back by the stables.” He looked over his shoulder, and shaded his eyes against the sun. “There he is.”
Joseph came up the gravel trail between the two rows of trees, his rapier jingling against his side as he walked. He bowed as he came forward. “Your Highness.”
A crowd of servants and nobles was quickly forming on the steps. All bowed at the sight of Serentha. 
Kendril suddenly realized that one woman in particular, standing half-hidden amongst the mass of people, was staring intently at him. Her eyes were a mesmerizing golden-brown, glowing like two pieces of bright amber. Long raven hair fell down past her bare, pale-white shoulders. 
As quickly as the Kendril saw her, however, the woman vanished, lost amid the milling crowd.
The princess smiled, looking down at the three young men. “I hope you will all join my father and I for dinner tonight. I would be most delighted to have your company.”
Maklavir gave a stately bow. “Of course, Your Highness.” 
Joseph shifted nervously, and nodded his head as well. 
Kendril’s eyes searched the crowd, but the mysterious woman was gone. He looked back at Serentha. She was looking at him as well, her blue eyes strangely sad. 
“You will forgive me, Your Highness,” said Bathsby, “but I am afraid I must ask your leave to be excused. There are certain matters of state I must see to before dinner.”
She nodded. “Of course, Lord Bathsby.”
He kissed her hand, then hurried down the steps, joined by one of his captains as he walked across the lawn towards the administrative building. 
Lord Whitmore stepped up next to Serentha. “Perhaps you would like to join me for a stroll in the garden before dinner, Your Highness?” 
The princess’ face faltered for a moment. “Thank you, Lord Whitmore, but I am desperately tired after such a long day. I would like to freshen up a bit before we eat.”
“Of course,” said Whitmore with a slight shadow of hurt in his eyes. “Perhaps later, then.”
The princess turned, heading up the stairs into the palace. Her two handmaidens quickly followed her. 
A stable hand stepped up to Kendril. “Your mule, sir?”
The Ghostwalker looked over suspiciously at him for a moment, then reluctantly handed the reins of the beast over.
Joseph shook his head, coming over next to Kendril and Maklavir. “Dinner with the King of Llewyllan. This is pretty big.”
“I’ll say,” said Maklavir with a groan. “And my clothes are practically in tatters. I’m hardly in condition to be dining with royalty.” He glanced back towards the castle gate. “I wonder what time the tailor shops in this town close?”
Kendril patted the diplomat on the shoulder. “I’m sure you’ll work something out, Maklavir.”
Joseph glanced up at the palace before them, and whistled softly. “Now that’s a piece of work.” He looked over at Kendril. “You didn’t see what happened to the prisoners, by any chance?”
The Ghostwalker shrugged absently, removing his gloves. “Not really. Why?”
The scout shrugged. “Just curious.”
Kendril gave him a sharp glance.
Maklavir dropped his purple cape after giving it a cursory examination. “Well, I’m off to town. Eru willing I’ll find a tailor that can work a miracle or two. I’ll see you tonight.”
Kendril nodded without really listening. His eyes searched the finely dressed people scattered along the palace steps. There was still no sign of the raven-haired woman.
“I’ll come with you,” Joseph said to Maklavir. 
“Keep yourselves out of trouble, both of you,” Kendril said in a low voice. “And be careful.”
Maklavir straightened his cap, smiling. “You’re not still worried about some grand conspiracy, are you?” He took a deep breath, looking around. “I suppose there may be assassins lurking all around us even now.”
Kendril didn’t smile. “Just keep your eyes open, all right?” He turned, walking slowly up the palace steps towards the door. 
Behind him Maklavir and Joseph walked back towards the main castle gate.
Many of the residents of the palace were still out and about in front of the main doors, lingering after the arrival of the princess. Kendril shifted his eyes from one group to another, noticing the expensive clothes and fine perfumes that filled the cool evening air. He headed up the steps toward the palace doors. 
Kendril stopped short at the sight before him. A long central hallway stretched down away from the doors, ending in a large white staircase at the far end. The floor was covered with intricate rugs, some of which were undoubtedly from the Spice Lands to the far south. Finely polished wood tables and gilded chairs lined the walls on either side, while giant portraits of members of the Llewellyian royal family stretched upwards towards the vaulted ceiling. Several doorways of rich mahogany wood stood on either side of the hall, leading off to side rooms and hallways. Hanging above everything was a gigantic crystal chandelier, suspended by a golden chain. 
Across the entire length of the ceiling was a painted mural, leading all the way down to the staircase at the far end. Kendril craned his head upwards, trying to catch some of the details. It appeared to be a representation of many battles from Llewyllian history. Knights capered across blasted landscapes, while vile sultans from the Spice Lands urged their men onwards, scimitars in hand. On one panel was the famous Battle of the Lion’s Gate, with a depiction of Yeltrin the Just single-handedly holding the mountain pass against the barbarian hordes. The long-dead king stood in all his painted glory, a bloody two-handed sword in his hands as he defied his enemies to advance. On another panel was the Siege of Balneth. This painting was much darker than the others, with the red flames in it almost life-like as they consumed a city forever frozen in time. A fell creature of the Void, its mouth open in a perpetual howl of rage, was shown on top of the white walls of the city, its great sweeping claws spread to each side.
All in all, Kendril had to admit, it was fairly impressive. 
He looked around him. The hallway was filled with people, and the sound of constant chatter created a low din. There was no sign of Serentha or the mysterious amber-eyed woman. As Kendril stepped forward, one of the many conversations around him caught his attention.
“She hasn’t given you an answer yet?” came a low voice.
“No,” came the reply, “but I’m sure Her Highness is wise enough to know she has little choice. She will say yes. It is only a matter of time.”
Kendril turned slowly. 
Lord Whitmore and Sir Reginald were standing against one wall, talking together. Whitmore raised his eyebrows when he caught sight of Kendril. 
“Ah,” he said brightly, “you’re one of the men who helped the princess, aren’t you? I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Lord Whitmore, and this is my good friend Sir Reginald.” He offered a hand.
The Ghostwalker took it and tried his best to smile. “Kendril.”
“So,” said Sir Reginald in a cool voice, his eyes giving Kendril a penetrating glare, “I assume you will be joining us for dinner in the palace tonight?”
The Ghostwalker nodded, and met the nobleman’s steady gaze with his own. He narrowed his eyes for a moment. “We haven’t met before, have we?”
For a brief moment there was the slightest flash of fear in Sir Reginald’s eyes. “No,” he said quickly, “I don’t believe so.”
“Well,” said Lord Whitmore with a laugh, “you’d better get changed, Mr. Kendril. Dinner is in just an hour.”
The Ghostwalker switched his gaze to Whitmore. “Come again?”
The nobleman looked Kendril up and down. “Surely you’re not going to go to dinner in…in that?”
Kendril glanced down at his borrowed clothes and muddy boots, covered over by his black cloak. He looked back up at Lord Whitmore. 
“You would prefer I go naked?”
Sir Reginald sneered, but said nothing. 
Whitmore raised an eyebrow at Kendril. “No,” he said slowly, “but perhaps some clothes that are more suitable to the occasion would be in order?”
The Ghostwalker lowered his eyebrows. “I doubt it.”
Lord Whitmore looked askance at Kendril. “Why ever not?”
“Because, my dear Lord Whitmore,” came a new voice from behind them, “Kendril here is a Ghostwalker. His black cloak is the uniform of his order.”
Kendril swiveled his head. The raven-haired woman he had seen before was coming silently up beside him, her face coy and mischievous. At her throat was an amber amulet that caught the light with a mystical gleam. She wore a beautiful white low-cut dress that left her shoulders bare. 
Lord Whitmore took her hand, kissing it. “Lady Bronwyn, you grace us with your presence.”
“You are too kind, Lord Whitmore,” she replied, never taking her eyes off Kendril. “And what about you, Mr. Kendril?” she asked smoothly. She held out her hand. “Will you kiss the hand of a lady?”
The corner of Kendril’s mouth curled up slightly. “That depends on who the lady is.”
She gave a soft giggle. “Why Mr. Kendril, if I didn’t know better I would say you just insulted me.”
Sir Reginald took the offered hand and kissed the top. “I for one am always pleased to be in the company of such a beautiful woman,” he said with a side-glance at Kendril. 
“Now, now, Sir Reginald,” came Bronwyn’s sweet reply, “don’t be too hard on Mr. Kendril. He is a Ghostwalker, after all, and forbidden to touch a woman. No skin contact whatsoever.” She threw her golden gaze onto Kendril’s face. “Isn’t that right, Mr. Kendril?”
His face hardened. “Yes.”
Bronwyn gave a soft smile, running one hand up the arm of Kendril’s sleeve. “It must get very lonely,” she breathed.
He caught her hand by the wrist and pulled it gently from his shoulder. “I manage,” he said coldly. 
Bronwyn’s made no attempt to remove herself from Kendril’s grasp. “You must be a very brave man,” she said.
“Bravery has nothing to do with it.” Kendril dropped her hand. “It is a penance.”
Bronwyn gave a sudden laugh. She covered her mouth with a hand, her eyes still alive with mirth. “I have offended you, Mr. Kendril.”
“Not at all.” He glanced down at the amulet in the crook of her neck. “That’s a beautiful stone,” he said in a measured voice. “Did your husband give it to you?”
“Lady Bronwyn is unmarried,” said Lord Whitmore quickly.
“Really?” murmured Kendril. “How surprising. And what exactly do you do here at court, Lady Bronwyn?”
The young woman looked steadily into his eyes, the smile still on her face. “Why, this is my home, Mr. Kendril. My friends are all here.”
The Ghostwalker smiled without warmth. “I’ll bet they are.”
A flash of anger crossed Sir Reginald’s face. “Perhaps you should treat the lady with a bit more respect.”
Kendril didn’t take his eyes from Bronwyn. “On the contrary,” he said, “I always treat a lady with respect.”
Bronwyn giggled again. “I believe I have misjudged you, Kendril.” She glanced over at Sir Reginald, who already had one hand on the hilt of his sword. “You must forgive poor Sir Reginald. He is perhaps too quick to defend a lady’s honor.”
 The Ghostwalker glanced over at Sir Reginald as well. “He may well want to choose the ladies he defends more carefully.”
Sir Reginald took a step forward. 
Kendril’s hand dropped to his sword. 
“Gentlemen, please,” said Bronwyn lightly. She stepped gracefully between them. “We are all friends here. Surely there is no reason for a quarrel.” She turned her head towards Kendril, a playful look on her face. “I hope we will be seeing you again, Mr. Kendril?”
“I have no doubt we will,” the Ghostwalker replied. With one last quick glance at Lord Whitmore, he turned and walked away.
 
The cell was small and damp, with only one tiny window about eight feet off the ground. What little light there was from outside was slowly fading, and Kara could hear the occasional squeak and skitter of rats in the corner. She sat motionless on her iron cot, staring blankly at the wall. 
There was a loud booming noise, and then the sound of a door squeaking open. Two voices echoed outside of the metal door that led into her room, and a moment later there was the grating sound of keys in the lock, followed by her door swinging open. 
“Five minutes,” said the jailor roughly, “and no more. Understand?”
Joseph nodded, then stepped into the cell. A second later the door slammed shut behind him. 
Kara didn’t turn her head, but continued to stare at the wall across from her. 
Joseph stood uneasily for a moment. “You have a cell to yourself?” he asked. 
Kara nodded.
Joseph looked down at his feet for a moment. “I got you some bread and cheese. The bread was baked this morning, so it’s not exactly fresh, but I figure it must be better than whatever you’ll get in here.” He paused for a moment, then set the food down carefully on a small table near the door.
Kara turned her head to the wall, and closed her eyes. “Please leave,” she said in an almost inaudible whisper.
Joseph glanced down awkwardly at the bread and cheese. “I’m sorry about your brother.”
“Just go,” said Kara again.
Joseph took a deep breath. “There was nothing I could have done, Kara.”
Kara turned her face towards Joseph. “You could have killed him. You had your sword. You saw what he did.”
“One murder doesn’t justify another,” said Joseph quietly. 
The young woman sat up on the pitiful bunk. “I think it does,” she said. “If you really want to help me, you’ll find the snake who killed my brother and end him.”
“I’m trying to get you out of here,” said the scout. “They’ve got you scheduled to be hanged.”
“Big surprise,” mumbled Kara. She leaned forward and pushed her hands into her hair. “Why are you here, anyway?”
“Because I want to help you.”
She laughed bitterly. “Sure you do. Out of the kindness of your heart, right?”
Joseph sighed, and leaned an arm against the metal door. 
“I’ll try to get you out,” he said softly, his face to the door. “I can’t promise anything. If I do, then you’ll be free to do whatever you want. You can track down this man who murdered your brother and kill him if you want.” He turned his head back towards her, a pang of sorrow suddenly on his face. “But I can tell you now that it won’t help. Revenge never does.”
She folded her hands in front of her. “We’ll see.”
There was a loud pounding on the cell door. “Time’s up,” came the jailor’s voice. “Let’s move it, now.”
Joseph reached for the door.
“Joseph—” Kara began. The scout paused, on hand on the door. “Thanks.”
The scout looked as if he were about to respond, then simply nodded his head. The next moment he disappeared through the door. 
It clanged shut behind him, leaving Kara alone in the dark cell. 
 



Chapter 4
 
“May I have some more wine, my dear?”
The pretty brunette giggled. She tipped a bottle towards Maklavir’s outstretched glass. 
The diplomat took it graciously, then saluted her with it. “Thank you kindly.”
The serving girl brushed back her hair, fluttering her eyes at Maklavir before leaving. 
He beamed and leaned back in his chair. 
“Enjoying the wine?” Kendril asked sarcastically.
Maklavir crossed his arms. “I’m enjoying the service more,” he winked. 
The Ghostwalker rolled his eyes. “You’ve flirted with every serving girl that’s come within ten feet of the table, Maklavir,” he whispered.
The diplomat shrugged. “Just hedging my bets.” He looked over at his companion. “Just because you’re forbidden from certain pursuits doesn’t mean the rest of us have to be prudes, you know.” He raised his glass. “Cheers.”
They were seated at a large oak table that stretched the length of the dining hall. The room was filled with the clank and clatter of plates and glasses, and a line of servants kept a constant parade going to and from the kitchen. Close to forty people were seated at the long table, in descending order of importance. Large plates of sumptuous venison, fish, and roast boar were everywhere, while wine and bread from the kitchen flowed constantly. The dining hall itself was decorated with beautiful full-length mirrors on one wall, and windows that looked out into the garden on the other. Outside night had fallen, and the blaze of lanterns and candles sparkled brightly in the mirrors.
Maklavir, Joseph, and Kendril, being the guests of honor, were all seated near the head of the table. Lord Bathsby and Lord Whitmore were nearby. Serentha sat next to Lord Whitmore, but Kendril noticed that so far she had hardly touched her food. She also deliberately kept her eyes from Lord Whitmore, as if avoiding any contact with the man. Next to her, at the head of the table, was her father, King Nathan.
There was no doubt that the King was very ill. His face seemed pale and almost yellowed, though his rich beard covered much of it. As he grasped his glass his hand trembled violently, and he seemed barely able to serve himself without assistance from a nearby servant. Still, there was life in his eyes, and several times he looked over fondly at Serentha, who returned his loving smiles. 
Maklavir, by means that Kendril did not investigate too deeply, had managed to acquire brand new clothing. Even his purple cape seemed to shine with a new luster. The diplomat was soon conversing brightly with those around him, trading and sharing stories and jokes. Joseph, on the other hand, was rather quiet throughout the meal, as if something were troubling him.
“There are reports of another settlement in the Dagger Hills being attacked,” said Lord Bathsby after a sip of wine. “We may have to send out a regiment or two.”
Lord Whitmore delicately cut a slice of venison with his fork and knife. “Any reports on numbers?”
Bathsby shrugged, reaching for a roll. “Hard to tell. At least a few thousand.”
Whitmore whistled, and took a bite of the venison. “That’s quite a few clans. What do you suppose they’re all roused up about?”
Bathsby sighed. “Who can ever tell with the Jogarthi? I’m sure it will all blow over eventually. Come winter the whole lot of them should disband pretty quickly.” He spread some butter on a roll and glanced over at Serentha. “Are you feeling well, Your Highness? You seem distracted.”
The princess blinked, and focused on the nobleman. “Oh, yes, Lord Bathsby, I’m fine. Just…tired, that’s all.” She looked down at her plate, ignoring Lord Whitmore’s concerned glance.
Kendril watched her carefully, his eyes shifting back towards Lord Whitmore. The hand that held his fork slowly tightened.
There was a melodic ringing of silver on crystal. Silence settled over the table as all heads turned to the front. The royal servant who had been striking the wine glass with a spoon took a step back.
King Nathan rose slowly and painfully to his feet, steadying himself with both hands on the table in front of him.
“We are gathered here,” he said in between wheezing gasps, “to celebrate the safe return of my daughter,” he looked over at Serentha, “who was in the clutches of a bloodthirsty gang of villains. For this we owe the intrepidness of Lord Bathsby and the men of the Royal Guard, as well as these men,” he gestured with a shaking hand to Joseph, Kendril, and Maklavir.
There were murmurs of “here, here,” and even some scattered applause. Joseph shifted in his seat uneasily. Kendril looked down at his plate.
“In honor of this joyful occasion,” the King continued, “I have decreed a ball to be held tomorrow evening, to recognize the valiant courage of these men in service of the throne of Llewyllan.” With that the King sat down again, assisted by his servant.
Excited murmurs rippled down the length of the table. Kendril looked up in surprise. Serentha smiled happily. Lord Bathsby’s face was neutral as he leaned back in his chair, his eyes shifting between Serentha and Lord Whitmore.
“A ball?” whispered Maklavir to Kendril. He groaned. “Honestly, I’m not at all prepared for any of this. I hope to Eru there is a decent tailor’s shop open tomorrow.”
 
The dinner guests left slowly, mingling and talking under the lamps and crystal chandelier in the hallway. Serentha had retired to bed, claiming fatigue, and the King had gone as well. Maklavir was off in the billiards room, playing a hand of cards. Or at least that was where he had said he was going. Kendril suspected he was in the kitchen instead, playing a game of somewhat higher stakes.
Joseph and Kendril were standing by a potted plant at the bottom of the palace staircase, standing awkwardly amidst the swirling crowd of aristocrats. A man in the livery of the Llewyllan royal house appeared suddenly before them.
“Gentlemen,” he said with a deep bow before Joseph and Kendril, “your rooms here in the palace are ready for you, whenever you wish to retire. They are at the top of the staircase, the two doors immediately on your left.”
A faint glimmer of hope appeared in Kendril’s eyes. “They don’t happen to have feather beds, do they?”
Joseph glanced over at the Ghostwalker in surprise. 
The servant smiled. “That they do, sir. Made from the finest goose down from southern Merewith. And now, if there is nothing else, gentlemen?” The servant gave a bow, then left.
Kendril closed his eyes, giving a contented sigh. “A real feather bed.”
Joseph glanced over at a couple of women laughing in the corner. “I always feel like I’m sinking into a bed like that. Too used to sleeping on the ground, I suppose.”
Kendril crossed his arms. “Have it your way. I intend to enjoy a little bit of civilized comfort for once.”
Joseph smiled. “Well,” he said slowly, “I think I might go for a walk before I turn in.”
“Back to the jail?” asked Kendril.
Joseph started. “How…what do you--?”
“Maklavir told me you ran off to the jail while he was at the tailor’s.” Kendril looked over at his companion. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with a certain red-headed bandit, would it?”
Joseph bristled. “Possibly,” he acceded at last.
Kendril looked away. “I thought so.”
“They’re going to hang her, Kendril.”
The Ghostwalker gave an unconcerned shrug. “Isn’t that generally what they do with thieves?”
The scout lowered his eyebrows. “How can you be so callous?”
Kendril shot him a look. “Callous? Last I remember that sweet young thing was holding a loaded bow at us and robbing all our possessions.”
Joseph looked away, glowering. “I don’t think she deserves to die.”
“But it’s not really your choice to make, is it?” Kendril sighed, rubbing his forehead. “Don’t get caught up with this woman, Joseph. You’ll only end up regretting it.”
Joseph gave a sudden laugh. “You’re certainly one to talk about getting caught up with women.”
Kendril’s brow furrowed. “You won’t get into the jail tonight anyway,” he said slowly. “Might as well let it go until the morning.”
Joseph took a deep breath and nodded. “I suppose you’re right.” He glanced up the stairs towards the second floor of the palace. “I might call it a night, I think. See you tomorrow, Kendril.”
The Ghostwalker nodded, watching Joseph as he disappeared up the stairs. For a moment he continued to stand by the potted plant, staring up at the murals above him.
“Care to join me for that drink in the study, Kendril?”
Kendril turned and saw Lord Bathsby standing behind him. He thought for a moment, then nodded. 
“Why not?”
 
“Make yourself at home,” said Bathsby as he tossed his cloak on a chair by the wall. He moved over to a finely polished chestnut desk located beneath a window that looked out over the palace garden. Outside the moon had just risen, bathing the bushes and hedgerows in a shining silver.
The study was rather large, set off from the main hall of the palace by a separate hallway. From the open door Kendril could just barely make out the low murmur of voices from the guests in the main hall, though it seemed like more and more people were starting to leave. The study itself had a wide bookshelf on two walls, covered with volumes of every kind of description. A large table stood near the desk, covered with maps and charts. On the walls were several curious trophies, including a shining scimitar that hung above the window, and a green and blue tartan above the door. 
Kendril nodded towards the plaid. “What’s that?”
Bathsby glanced up. “A Jogarthi tartan, from the Helmas Clan, if I remember correctly.” He pulled out a short bottle and two glasses, and set them down on the wide desk. “I got it during my first campaign in the Dagger Hills, when I was seventeen.” The nobleman chuckled darkly. “I received a battlefield commission after I killed the chieftain who was wearing it.” He uncorked the top of the bottle. “Brandy?”
Kendril nodded. “Thanks.” His gaze wandered towards the titles on one of the bookshelves. Daltridge’s History of the War of the Third Despair was there, along with more scientific works like Keeling’s Principia Scientifica, as well as Erfort’s Flora and Fauna of South Rothland. He stopped on Hartland’s Treatise for a Citizen Militia and its Various Benefits for the Modern State. He pulled it out of the bookshelf and flipped through it curiously. 
Bathsby finished pouring the brandy, and glanced up at the Ghostwalker. “Hartland, eh?” he said with a smile. “Some intriguing ideas, but too theoretical for my tastes. Here you go.” He pushed the glass of brandy towards Kendril.
Kendril replaced the book, and walked over to the desk. “Are all of these books yours?”
Bathsby settled back in his high-backed chair, sniffing the brandy. “Most of them. I taught myself to read when I was in the army. I haven’t stopped since.”
Kendril settled into a chair on the other side of the desk, and picked up the glass of brandy. “That’s quite commendable. Most people wouldn’t have bothered.”
Bathsby took a sip of the alcohol. “I was a determined lad,” he said wistfully. “I had designs to change the world, back then.”
Kendril tasted the brandy. “Have you?”
The nobleman laughed. “Not yet. I’m still just a simple soldier, Kendril.” His face turned serious as he looked at the long bookshelf to his right. “Besides, the world doesn’t need me to change. It already is changing, and faster than most men seem to like.”
Kendril set down the glass. “What do you mean?”
Bathsby sighed. He tapped the glass in his hand with his finger. “Look around, Kendril. Here in Llewyllan time may seem to stand still, but outside of these borders all of Zanthora is transforming into something completely new, totally unique.” He gestured up towards a blue volume on the bookshelf. “That book, for instance. Observations on the Celestial Movements, by Sir Francis Urqart. If he’s right, Zanthora may not be the center of the universe after all.”
The Ghostwalker nodded slowly. He picked up the glass again. “I’ve heard of his ideas before. They’re not entirely convincing.”
Bathsby shook his head, leaning forward excitedly. “Perhaps not, but that’s not the point, Kendril. Urqart is a sign of the times. He represents all those who are beginning to ask the forbidden questions, to delve into matters that have been ignored for far too long.”
Kendril gave Bathsby a curious glance. “You seem remarkably interested in astronomy for a simple soldier.”
The nobleman laughed, and leaned back again in his chair. “But it all connects, don’t you see? Our grandfathers fought each other with swords and shields, locked into a feudal system and following a rigid code of chivalry. Nowadays a nation cannot be considered great unless it owns a battery of cannons, and the knights of yesterday have been replaced by the musketeers of today. It’s all a part of the natural course of change. The world is changing, Kendril, and Llewyllan is in danger of being left behind.” He fell silent, looking up at the tartan above the door.
The glass clinked as Kendril lifted it from the desk. He took a short taste, then settled back in the chair. “You sound as if you don’t have much confidence in the King,” he said.
Bathsby snorted. “The King? The King is tottering old fool. His time has come and gone, only he doesn’t know it. He still holds jousting tournaments, for Eru’s sake. Jousting tournaments!” The nobleman laughed bitterly, and shook his head. “No, my friend, Llewyllan is not changing as it should, nor will it as long as an outdated, backwards monarchy continues to rule.”
Kendril paused, the brandy glass still in his hand. “So what exactly are you proposing?”
Lord Bathsby saw the expression on the Ghostwalker’s face, and gave a hearty laugh. “Nothing extreme, I assure you. Just observations, that’s all.” His smile faded. “But Llewyllan is in danger, in danger of being left behind because of its stubbornness to change.” He gestured to one of the maps on the table. “Our nation is in a delicate position, Kendril. We are not a populous people, and we are not a powerful one. The Lion’s Gate is the only pass through the Shadow Mountains, and Llewyllan controls it, along with the lucrative trade with the Spice Lands to the south.” He swished his brandy around in his glass. “Everyone else in Rothland knows that, and it’s for this reason that Llewyllan cannot afford to be lax. We’re a small fish in a big ocean, and the sharks are circling.”
Kendril put his brandy back on the desk, and pushed it away. His eyes were guarded. “So what can be done, then?”
Bathsby was silent for a moment. He wrapped his hands around the glass. Through the window the moon rose ever higher, its silver sheen filling the garden outside. 
“You have heard about Lord Whitmore and the princess?” he asked at last.
Kendril felt a yawning hole form in his stomach. “No,” he said flatly.
“Lord Whitmore,” said Bathsby slowly, “has asked Serentha to marry him. The King is in favor of the match, and it will undoubtedly take place. It is only a matter of time.”
Kendril fell back into the chair. He felt as if someone had punched him in the gut. “I didn’t know.”
Bathsby shrugged. “I’m not surprised.” He leaned forward, playing with the glass in his hand. “Whitmore is a greater fool than the King,” he said quietly. “He’s never done a day of hard labor in his life. He knows nothing of science, or technology, or even war or diplomacy. If he is allowed to become King than Llewyllan will certainly die, or worse, be swallowed up by Calbraith.” A look of determination came into his eyes. “I can’t allow that to happen, Kendril. I am too much of a patriot to see my people devolve into impotence or servitude.”
Kendril eyed the nobleman carefully. “So what do you intend to do?”
There was a heartbeat of silence. Bathsby leaned back. “I intend to do whatever I can to ensure the safety of Llewyllan. Look what happened in Arbela. The merchant guilds overthrew the king completely, and now religious fanatics hold the nation in perpetual fear. I won’t allow things to get to that point here. Llewyllan needs a strong leader, one who understands where the world is going and what needs to be done here to make this nation powerful.” He lowered his voice. “There are many others who feel the same as I do, Kendril. Men in the army, and the government, who do not want to see Llewyllan fall into decay.”
Kendril didn’t reply. From the hallway behind him the low undertone of voices had diminished to almost nothing.
“I could use a man like you,” Bathsby continued in the same soft voice. “A simple soldier, like me. One who can see where the world is going, and what needs to be done.”
“I have made vows to my order,” said Kendril.
“For penance?” Bathsby gave a disarming shrug. “Perhaps it is time at last to find your repentance, Kendril, and put that cloak behind you. Here in Balneth you could really make a difference, start your whole life over again.”
Kendril’s hands slowly clenched the sides of his chair. Outside a night breeze wafted through the garden and stirred the bushes.
“You could spend it,” Bathsby continued, his fingertips pressed together, “with anyone you wanted.
Kendril sat still for a few moments, then rose to his feet. “It’s late,” he said abruptly. “I should get to bed.”
Bathsby nodded. “I still have some paperwork to attend to. Good evening, Mr. Kendril. I do hope you will consider what we have talked about.”
The Ghostwalker turned without replying, walking out of the study and into the small hallway. He stopped midway, leaning against the wall and taking a few deep breaths, his eyes closed.
“Why Mr. Kendril,” came a silky voice in front of him, “are you feeling all right?’
He opened his eyes. There, standing in the darkness of the passage, was Bronwyn. Her amulet seemed to glow with an unnatural light. 
“I’m fine,” he said tersely. He pushed away from the wall. “I was just retiring for the evening.”
Bronwyn stepped in front of him. “I was going to retire myself. These parties can get so dreadfully boring.” She took a step closer. “Are you staying here in the palace?”
Kendril hesitated for a moment. “Yes.”
She took a step closer, her bodice swelling as she breathed. “I can tell things about people, Kendril. You’re…different than other men.” She moved a hand forward, inches away from the Ghostwalker’s chest. “You’re full of so much sadness, yet so much strength at the same time.” Her eyes caught his, glowing in the dim light of the hall. “I think you and I are very much alike. We’re both very alone.”
Kendril began to feel dizzy, as if the hallway were tilting forward. He clutched at the wall, and shook his head. The amulet around the woman’s neck seemed to throb with a pale light, like a recurring heartbeat.
“Perhaps we can help each other,” she said. Her hand moved slowly forward.
Kendril took a step back, as if waking from a dream. “It’s late, Lady Bronwyn,” he said. His voice sounded strange in his own ears, as if he were listening to someone else speaking.
She smiled, and her beauty turned Kendril’s stomach to water. Her hand touched lightly against his chest, and he felt the warmth of it through his shirt. 
“Why do you continue to punish yourself?” she whispered. Her fingers moved gently upwards, spreading like small flickers of heat across his skin. “Let me help you,” she said again, her voice soft and gentle. She leaned towards him.
Kendril’s eyes began to close. His head spun. He felt his body beginning to float, as if every limb was weightless. 
Bronwyn moved in closer, her lips inches away from his. Her hand moved up from his chest, then tenderly caressed the side of his face.
The touch seemed to snatch Kendril out of the trance. His eyes snapped open and he stepped back, then swatted the woman’s hand away. He took a deep breath. The air in the hall seeming heavy and close.
“Good evening, Lady Bronwyn,” he said coldly. He brushed by her, walking unevenly down the hall.
The dark-haired beauty followed him with her eyes, rubbing her hand gently where he had slapped it. A smile was on her face.
The moment Kendril re-emerged into the central hall of the palace, he was able to breathe again, the air suddenly fresher. The dinner guests had all left or gone to bed, and white-uniformed guards stood at the palace doors and the bottom of the staircase. The light was dimmer now, lit only by a few lanterns placed in the hall.
His hands were trembling slightly, and he still felt light-headed. He turned, and looked back down the side hall. Bronwyn was no longer there. Kendril furrowed his brow as the cobwebs cleared from his mind. 
“Mr. Kendril?” came a voice from behind him. 
The Ghostwalker turned to see the same liveried servant from before, nervously clasping his hands. “Yes?”
“About your room—” the man began.
“I was just headed up there,” Kendril said. “What about it?”
“I’m afraid there’s been a slight miscalculation,” the man said, wiping the sweat from his forehead. “I forgot about your friend the diplomat, and I’m afraid that we’re one room short.”
Kendril stared at him. “One room short?” he repeated.
“Yes, but just the guest bedrooms,” the man quickly replied. “We have an extra room in the servants’ quarters, but I’m afraid it’s not quite as luxurious as the upstairs room. Still, there’s a good firm straw mattress, and you should have the room all to yourself.”
Kendril paused for a long moment. “A straw mattress?”
“I’m so sorry, sir. Tomorrow night we’ll definitely get you a better room. I hope you understand.”
Kendril nodded, and forced a smile on his face. “Straw sounds fine. Lead the way.”
 
It was late when Lord Bathsby finally snuffed out the candle in his study, then shoved his papers in the drawer of the desk and headed upstairs. He nodded politely to the night guards, reaching a room in a side corner of the second floor of the palace. As he approached the door, he detected a faint smell of incense.
Without hesitating Bathsby swung open the heavy wooden door, then stepped inside and shut it softly behind him. The room was large, with a canopied bed, a large mirror on the wall, and a long veranda that was open to the night air. Candles burned on the floor, and the smell of incense choked the room. In one corner a raven sat perched in brass cage, ruffling its feathers. A woman was kneeling on the floor between the candles when Bathsby entered, and rose quickly as the door shut.
“Lord Bathsby,” said Bronwyn with a faint smile.
The nobleman strode forward, and glanced down at the wafting flames of the candles and the small bones and feathers that lay at their center. He backhanded the young woman across the face, knocking her back onto the bed. 
From the corner the raven squawked loudly. Bronwyn gasped in pain, holding her face. 
Bathsby reached down and grabbed her by the neck. He pulled her to her feet. “I saw you in the hallway,” he said. The nobleman tightened his grip. “I told you to stay away from him.”
Bronwyn struggled for breath, but managed to smile all the same. “Why Lord Bathsby,” she struggled, “if I didn’t know better I’d say you were jealous.”
He stared at her for a moment, his grip still tight. Then, almost dismissively, he released her neck, and turned towards a chair against one wall. 
Bronwyn collapsed onto the blankets, rubbing her bruised flesh and gasping for air.
Bathsby whipped his cloak to one side, and sat comfortably in the chair. “And what is all this?” he sneered as he waved his hand at the objects on the floor. “More of your devilry, I assume?”
Bronwyn rose to her feet, smiling again and wiping the tears of pain from her eyes. “Your lordship is too kind.”
He sighed and closed his eyes. “Lord Whitmore has made his move.”
Bronwyn leaned against one of the posts of the bed. She rubbed her neck again. “I know.” She threw the nobleman a piercing look. “You were foolish to have waited as long as you did.”
Bathsby opened his eyes, and stared coldly at the dark-haired woman. “It was worth the risk.”
She moved towards the candles. Her white dress floated behind her. “No, it wasn’t. Your plan was doomed to failure from the beginning, Bathsby. I told you that.”
The nobleman’s face twitched with anger. “If that accursed bounty hunter I hired had done his part things would have gone well enough. I could have rescued the princess and been back here a week ago.”
Bronwyn sighed, and brushed her black hair back behind her ear. “And what difference do you think it would have made, Bathsby? Even if you had come home as the sterling hero who saved the King’s daughter from certain death you wouldn’t have secured the throne.” She leaned forward, her amber eyes blazing with intensity. “You’re a commoner, Bathsby. The King will never forget that.”
He rose to his feet, and clasped his hands behind his back. “And you think I can?” He turned to the open veranda. The gentle night breeze caught his cloak. “Did you hear him tonight? A ball tomorrow in honor of those ruffians she picked up.” He shook his head angrily. “I’ve done more than any man alive to put this kingdom on the map, and still all anyone can see is my bloodline.”
Bronwyn slid up behind him. She slid her arms across his chest. “I see more than that,” she said softly. “I know what kind of a man you are, Bathsby, even if no one else does.” She gently kissed the back of his neck. “You will rule Llewyllan.”
He turned. His eyes fell on the candles and incense burning on the floor. “Is that what you have foreseen?”
Bronwyn leaned back, her amulet catching the light from the candles. “The Seteru cannot tell me the future,” she said, playing with the lace at his throat. “You know that.”
Bathsby sniffed. The corner of his mouth turned up. “Then what have they told you?”
She stepped away, then turned her head back towards the nobleman. “We must proceed with the original plan,” she said in a hushed tone. “There is no other choice.”
Bathsby’s face hardened for a moment. “All right,” he said at last. He glanced over at the raven in the corner. “Send your message, then.”
“There is one other thing,” she said. She moved over to the cage door and opened it. “The Ghostwalker and his friends are dangerous. Too dangerous to be allowed to stay here. They must be dealt with.”
Bathsby nodded. His face tightened. “You don’t think Kendril will join us, then?”
Bronwyn reached in and tied a small slip of paper around the raven’s ankle. The bird flapped its wings in annoyance, crowing loudly. She turned back to Bathsby, her eyes flashing.
“I know he’s a far greater threat to us if he doesn’t then an asset if he does,” she said smoothly. She stepped over to the veranda, and released the bird. It gave one last screeching caw, then flapped off into the night sky. Bronwyn cocked her head. “You’ve covered your tracks well enough, I assume?”
Bathsby walked over to her. “I killed Montrose in the bandit camp myself. No one will ever know his story.” He took Bronwyn by the waist, and turned her around. One of his hands moved towards her face, and slid down through her thick black hair. “You really are beautiful, you know,” he breathed. A small smile formed on his face. “The most beautiful woman I have ever seen.”
She smiled, and wrapped her arms around his waist. “To the future King of Llewyllan, long may he prosper.”
He leaned down and kissed her on the lips. “And to his future queen, the most beautiful woman in Llewyllan.”
Bronwyn laughed quietly, and kissed him again. She stroked his beard gently with her fingers. 
“This country needs us,” Bathsby whispered, his eyes intent. “You and I, together, can bring change to this nation. We will make Llewyllan strong again, a force to be reckoned with.”
The young woman moved a finger up to Bathsby’s lips. “Shhh,” she said, her eyes gleaming. “Let’s talk of politics later, my lord.”
The nobleman smiled, and pulled Bronwyn to him. “I agree,” he said. 
As one, they moved towards the bed, the moon shining brightly behind them.
 



Chapter 5
 
“Maklavir?” 
Joseph pounded three times on the wooden door. A faint rustling came from within. “Maklavir?” he said again. He glanced behind him, but the hallway was empty.
“Hang on a moment,” came the diplomat’s voice from within. There was the sound of a lock being slid back, then the door opened just wide enough for Maklavir’s head to peer around. His face was bleary and there were circles under his eyes. “Joseph? Tuldor’s beard, man, what time is it?”
“Daybreak,” the scout replied. “Have you seen Kendril?”
“No.” Maklavir squinted his eyes, trying to focus. “Daybreak? This isn’t the woods, you know. We don’t have to get up at the crack of dawn.”
“Maklavir?” came a girl’s voice from within the room. “What’s going on?”
The diplomat’s head disappeared for a moment. “Uh, nothing, my dear. Go back to bed, I’ll be there in a moment.” His head reappeared.
Joseph smiled. “Busy night?”
Maklavir groaned, rubbing his face. “You have no idea.”
“I’m heading down into the city,” said Joseph with a smile. “Did you want to come?”
“Ugh, not now.” He yawned. “I’m not even dressed.”
“All right. I’ll see you later today, then.” Joseph scratched his beard thoughtfully. “Say hi to the girl for me.”
“Her name is Palora, and—” the diplomat began. “Oh, never mind. I’ll meet you for lunch.”
The scout nodded, holding back a smile. “Sounds good.” 
 
“Lord Whitmore? Come in, come in.” Bathsby waved to the young aristocrat as he pushed some papers off his desk. 
Whitmore walked into the office of war in the administration building, and tossed his hat on a nearby coat rack. The room was cluttered with papers and reports, entire chairs buried under their white mass. Maps were pinned to all the walls. Some were of the entire continent of Rothland, and others of the southern approach to the Dagger Hills and the northern border with Calbraith. The morning light streamed in through the large window that looked out onto the castle courtyard, with the palace just visible across the lawn.
“Tea or coffee?” Bathsby offered. He opened a folder on his desk.
Whitmore straightened his silk shirt, and settled into one of the only free chairs in the office. “No thanks.” He gave the folder in Bathsby’s hand a curious glance. “What’s going on?”
“The Jogarthi. It’s worse than we thought, I’m afraid.” He pushed the folder over to Lord Whitmore. “That report just came in this morning. The clans are massing for war, and it doesn’t look like they’re planning to disperse anytime soon.” He arched an eyebrow. “Is your regiment ready?”
“It can be.” Whitmore frowned as he scanned the report in front of him. “I could probably have the men ready to march by noon, if I dispatch the orders now.”
“Good. Take Fielding and Mulcher’s regiments as well. That should give you more than enough men.”
Lord Whitmore glanced up in surprise. “You’re not coming?”
Bathsby leaned back in his chair. “No. I have some things to attend to here for the moment, unfortunately.” He peered carefully at Whitmore. “Why? Is something wrong?”
Lord Whitmore closed the folder. “Well, no, nothing’s wrong. It’s just—” he paused for a moment, wrapped in thought. “This would be my first command, you understand.”
 Bathsby reached over for a cup of tea, and took a sip. “I can put Sir Fielding in charge, if you’d rather.”
Whitmore shook his head emphatically. “No, no, that won’t be necessary. I was just taken by surprise, that’s all.”
Bathsby nodded sympathetically. “I completely understand. I felt the same way the first time I was set loose on my own.” He chuckled. “Don’t worry, Lord Whitmore. I wouldn’t be putting you in charge if I didn’t think you could handle it. This should be a relatively light operation. In fact, I’d be surprised if the Jogarthi don’t run as soon as they see your men.”
Lord Whitmore put the folder back on the desk. “Thank you, Lord Bathsby. I appreciate the level of confidence you have in me.” He hesitated for a moment. “Still—”
Bathsby leaned forward, resting his elbows on the hard surface of the desk. “Lord Whitmore, your family is one of the oldest and most prestigious in Llewyllan, is it not?”
The nobleman’s face showed his confusion. “I suppose so.”
“Being from such a noble bloodline, then, it might behoove you to have a successful military campaign under your belt. It would certainly get you the attention of, say, the royal family.”
Lord Whitmore nodded slowly. “I see.” He rose to his feet. “Thank you, Lord Bathsby. I’ll have the regiments ready to go in a few hours.”
Bathsby took another sip of his tea. “I have no doubt you will. One more thing.”
Whitmore grabbed his hat from the rack. “Yes?”
“I’ll be sending you a company of the Royal Guard as well.”
Lord Whitmore frowned. “Aren’t they needed here at the palace?”
Bathsby set the teacup down again. “A little active service is good for them every once in a while.” He smiled. “It shakes some of the cobwebs out. Good day, Lord Whitmore.”
The nobleman saluted. “Good day, Lord Bathsby.” He closed the office door behind him.
Lord Bathsby lifted his teacup again, smiling to himself.
 
“Come in,” said Kendril. He dunked the knife in the small basin of water, then lifted it to his face.
The door to the small room opened, and Maklavir peered around the edge. “Here you are. Halls of Pelos, is this where you slept all night?”
The Ghostwalker contorted his face as he scraped the knife over his soaped cheek. “It is.”
Maklavir walked over to the small cot, and wrinkled his nose. “We had feather beds upstairs, you know.”
Kendril glared at the diplomat’s reflection in the cracked mirror he was using to shave. “I know.”
Maklavir sat down on the bed, pushing some straw out of the way. “I don’t suppose you’ve seen Joseph this morning.”
“No,” responded Kendril. He wet the knife again, whisking it under his chin. “Why?”
“No reason,” said Maklavir as he shifted on the mattress. “My, this bed is uncomfortable. I fancy sleeping on the ground would be softer.”
“It is,” said Kendril dryly. He patted off his face with a towel. “I moved there about halfway through the night.”
Maklavir sighed. He leaned forward and pushed his cap back. “You’re planning on coming to the ball, I imagine?”
Kendril turned and tossed the towel on the bed. “I don’t think I have much of a choice.”
The diplomat nodded. “No, I don’t suppose so.” He paused for a moment, looking awkwardly out the door. “The princess has been trying to find you, I think. One of her maidservants was down by our rooms a while ago, asking for you.”
“What for?”
Maklavir shrugged. “To talk, I imagine.” He saw the sudden look on Kendril’s face. “What’s wrong?”
The Ghostwalker leaned against the wall, rubbing his freshly-shaven face. “I had a talk with Bathsby last night. He said that Lord Whitmore has asked Serentha to marry him.”
“Ah.” Maklavir bowed his head, resting it in his hands. “I suspected as much.”
“Well aren’t you just so smart?” said Kendril sarcastically. He got up from the wall, and grabbed one of his pistols from a table by the bed.
“There’s been some tension between them for the past day or two,” said Maklavir matter-of-factly. “And you’ve seen the King. Frankly, I’m surprised he’s still alive.”
Kendril checked the gun and shoved it into his belt. “I don’t see why she has to marry anyone at all,” he said sourly. “If the King dies doesn’t she just become Queen?”
Maklavir sat back. The bed creaked under his weight. “Llewyllan is a patriarchal monarchy, Kendril,” he explained. “Kingship devolves only through the male heirs. If Serentha is not married when the King dies then the throne will likely pass to the next closest cousin or nephew. With the way the royal families of Rothland are interbred, chances are he might not even be Llewyllian.”
Kendril finished checking another gun, and slipped it into his belt as well. “Great.”
The diplomat sighed. “Honestly, Kendril, what exactly were you expecting? The only surprise is that she isn’t already married off to some prince or duke.” He shrugged. “It’s the way these things go.”
The young man in the black cloak turned, scratching his arm. “There’s something else,” he said quietly.
Maklavir looked at him expectantly.
Kendril reached over towards the door, and shut it softly. “I think there may be more going on here than meets the eye,” he said in a low tone.
“What? You mean your conspiracy theory?” Maklavir exhaled, and rested his arms on his knees. “I thought we went through this already.”
“Bathsby was talking to me about…changing Llewyllan,” said Kendril. He glanced at the door cautiously.
“Changing it how?”
“He wasn’t really specific. Just babbled a lot about modern ways and how Llewyllan was behind everyone else.” Kendril walked back over to the table, and grabbed the last of his guns. “He tried to recruit me.”
Maklavir looked at the Ghostwalker skeptically. “Recruit you for what?”
“I don’t know, but it didn’t sound good.” He paused, then stuck the pistol back beneath his cloak. “We should be very careful. At least until we know exactly what’s going on.”
Maklavir rubbed his eyes. “Perhaps you’re right. I’m not saying there is a conspiracy, mind you, but it might be wise be on guard nevertheless.”
Kendril nodded. “I think it would.”
 
“She’s not here,” said the man behind the desk.
“What do you mean she’s not here?” Joseph glanced over at the hallway that led back to the prison cells. Several guards were rushing about, their weapons out.
“She escaped last night.” The jailer gave Joseph a suspicious look. “Practically broke one of my men’s noses with a pewter tray.”
The scout’s eyes widened. “Escaped? Where is she now?”
The jailer spat on the ground. “Talin’s ashes! If I knew that do you think I’d be standing around here with you?” He narrowed his eyes. “So why do you want to know, anyway?”
Joseph took a step back, his mind still processing. “No reason, I—”
A guard burst in through the front door of the jail, a polearm in his hand. “We found the keys, sir! Two alleys over, under a pile of garbage.”
The jailer took his gaze off of Joseph. “About bloody time! Get the men together, and search that area. If I even find one—”
Joseph didn’t bother to listen to the rest. With his mind still reeling, he turned from the desk and walked out the front door.
 
There was a brisk wind on the eastern wall of the castle, rippling Kendril’s cloak and fluttering his hood back and forth. He nodded to one of the guards, then walked down the flight of steps to the walkway that ran north along the battlements. To his left was the rear of the palace, and directly below where he stood was the small pond with its white swans. Clouds sailed out of the east, tumbling across the sky like tufts of powdered sugar.
In the middle of the eastern ramparts a smaller walkway ran out towards the east, ending in a small, solitary battlement. Standing on the rim stood a solitary figure in a green dress. Her blonde hair waved in the steady breeze. 
Kendril wrapped his cloak around him, and made his way down the walkway and onto the circular battlement. 
The woman didn’t notice him.
“Nice view?” he asked.
Serentha turned around. Her eyes lit up as she saw the Ghostwalker. “Incredible,” she said. “Come up here and I’ll show you.”
Kendril removed his arms from his cloak. He stepped up onto the stone step and peered out over the rim of the wall.
The sight was impressive. To either side was a rocky cliff that plummeted down two or three hundred feet to the ground below. Stretching off to the east and the south were row upon row of boulder-strewn hills, stretching off to a range of mountains that curved in from the right. The shadows from the clouds overhead danced over the grassy hills like shadowy steeds. The battlement they were in was the farthest extension of the castle wall, jutting out into the cliff that formed Castle Dunhill’s eastern side.
Kendril gave a low whistle. “Amazing.”
The princess nodded, scanning the landscape before them. “I come here a lot.” She looked over at Kendril. “How did you sleep?”
The Ghostwalker grimaced, subconsciously rubbing his back. “I’ve had more comfortable nights.” He hesitated a moment, feeling the wind on his face. “I heard about you and Lord Whitmore.”
Serentha glanced quickly over at him. “You did? How?”
Kendril leaned against the cold stone of the wall, feeling the wind against his face and the sun on his back. “Word gets around.” He flicked a small stone off the parapet. “So…are you going to marry him?”
She looked out at the vista again. Her hands worked nervously at the stonework. “I don’t know. I…think my father is in favor of it.”
A cloud passed over the sun, chilling them both for a moment. “Do you always do what your father wants?” Kendril asked. There was a trace of bitterness in his voice.
Serentha sighed. She drew away from the edge of the battlements. “It’s not that simple, Kendril.”
He looked down at the rough stone. “I know.”
The young woman turned, and leaned her back against the wall. “When my convoy was ambushed in the forest, we were coming back from Merewith. Do you know why?”
Kendril shrugged. “I never got the whole story.”
Serentha watched one of the guards patrolling the wall to their right. “I was going there to be married, to the son of Count Leopold.”
The sun returned from behind the cloud. Kendril squinted in the bright light. “The brother of the Emperor? So what happened?”
The girl laughed softly, and Kendril realized how welcome the sound was. 
“He ran off with a scullery maid right before I arrived. It caused quite a scandal.”
Kendril smiled, looking out over the hills. “I’ll bet.”
Serentha grew serious again, her back still to the wall. “Whitmore is of noble blood. His family sat on the throne, long ago. He would make a good king.”
Kendril smiled tartly. He tapped at the stonework with his thumb. “Opinions on that seem to be a bit varied.”
She looked at the Ghostwalker, her blue eyes watching him carefully. “You don’t think I should marry him?”
He lifted his head. “I didn’t say that.”
“But you were thinking it, weren’t you?”
Kendril took a step away from the wall. The wind sifted through his dark hair. “It sounds like you’re the one who’s having doubts.”
Serentha nodded slowly, and turned back towards the wall again. “You’re right, I am having doubts. I don’t love him.”
The Ghostwalker glanced up as a hawk sailed by to their right and gave its screeching call. “There’s…someone else?” he asked quietly.
She lowered her head. “Yes.”
Kendril didn’t look at her. “Who?”
Serentha swallowed. “I don’t know if he has the same feelings for me.”
Kendril leaned against the part of the wall that connected back to the main castle. There was a deathly silence, broken only by the wailing of the wind as it cut across the battlements.
“It’s not about love,” he said at last. His voice was stretched and thin. “It’s about duty. You have to do what’s best for your people.” He turned. Serentha was looking at him.
“You really think that?” she said, so softly he almost didn’t hear her.
Kendril took a deep breath. “It doesn’t really matter what I think.”
Serentha’s eyes pierced into him. “Yes, it does.” She looked away, and stared out across the stretch of cliffs to their right. Her voice trembled slightly. “I think I’m falling in love with you, Kendril. I need to know how you feel about me.”
He clutched at the wall. “I don’t have any feelings for you,” he managed at last, his voice hoarse. 
Serentha turned her head. “Then look me in the eyes and tell me. Tell me you feel nothing for me and I won’t say a word about any of this again.”
Kendril opened his mouth, but no words came out. His hand suddenly trembled on the rough surface of the wall. He didn’t look at the beautiful young woman.
“Tell me,” she repeated. 
He closed his eyes.
She looked away. “You can’t, can you?”
“What do you want me to say, Jade?” Kendril turned, his face strained and pale. “I can’t even touch you. You have a duty to your people, and to your country. I have my penance.”
“For how long?” The princess turned her head back, the wind catching her hair. “When exactly do you receive your redemption, Kendril? What do you have to do to earn it?”
A shadow fell over the Ghostwalker’s face. “I don’t know.” He looked back up the walkway to the castle wall. “I’m sorry, Jade. I wish this could be different.”
“It can be different,” she pleaded. She stepped down from the parapet. “You can choose, Kendril. Leave your cloak behind, and your penance with it.”
He looked over at her. “You don’t know what you’re asking.”
She took a step closer, reaching out a hand. “I know you, Kendril. I don’t care about whatever you did before.”
The Ghostwalker clenched his hand against the wall. “You don’t know anything about who I am,” he murmured. “You only think you do.”
Serentha opened her hand. “I know who you are now. Leave your past behind.”
He turned his head toward her, and she was startled to see tears in his eyes.
“I can’t,” he said, his voice barely audible. He turned away, his face to the wall once again.
Serentha dropped her hand.
A figure suddenly appeared on the upper walkway, coming slowly down in their direction. 
Kendril leaned both his hands against the parapet, looking out towards the distant hills. 
“Serentha?” Lord Whitmore came into the circular battlement, and glanced uncertainly at Kendril. He took his hat off, holding it in his hand. “I thought I might find you here. I’m not…interrupting anything, I hope?” He looked over at Kendril again. The Ghostwalker didn’t turn around.
“No,” said the princess, quickly turning her head and wiping her eyes. “No, you’re not interrupting at all.”
Lord Whitmore cleared his throat nervously. “I’m leaving in an hour or so with my regiment. Some of the clans are causing trouble along the border, and Bathsby wants me to take care of it.” He tapped the brim of his hat anxiously, looking down at the ground. “Nothing very dangerous, I’m sure, but I thought you might like to know.”
“Thank you,” said Serentha. She didn’t look up.
Whitmore plucked at the edge of his hat, giving Kendril one last glance. “Right. Well I should be off, then.” He turned to go.
“Lord Whitmore?” said Serentha suddenly. The nobleman turned back around.
“Yes, Your Highness?”
She raised her head. “The answer to your question is yes. I will marry you.”
The lines in Lord Whitmore’s face vanished. “That’s—that’s splendid. Absolutely splendid,” he said happily. He put the hat back on his head. “We can tell your father together when I return, if you like. This is marvelous news, Serentha.”
The young woman forced a smile onto her face. “It is indeed, Lord Whitmore.”
Kendril turned abruptly from the wall, raising his hood over his face. Without a word he brushed by Lord Whitmore, and walked quickly up the passage back to the eastern wall. 
Whitmore watched the Ghostwalker go with a startled glance. He looked back at Serentha, his face confused. “Is everything all right?”
She watched Kendril until he disappeared behind the far parapet. “Yes,” she said quietly. “Everything is just fine.”
 



Chapter 6
 
“This punch is absolutely marvelous. Have you tried it, Kendril?”
“No,” came the Ghostwalker’s taciturn reply. He stood with his back against the wall, and scanned the crowded ballroom. His hood was up, casting a shadow across his face. 
“You should,” Maklavir said, taking another long sip. He frowned, and brushed some lint off his newly purchased clothes. “There won’t be much left for long.”
Kendril rolled his eyes. “I’ll manage.”
The ballroom they were in was huge, like everything else in the palace. Three separate chandeliers hung over the expanse of the dancing floor. Long windows on one side looked out on the pond, though it was mostly dark outside. Inside the ballroom lights burned everywhere, bathing the participants in a warm glow. There was a low hum of constant chatter that rose even above the playing of the string orchestra. 
Maklavir set his empty cup down on a nearby table, and glanced over at his friend. “You seem more morose than usual. Everything all right?”
Kendril grunted, his eyes flitting back and forth across the ballroom. “Someone’s missing.”
The diplomat raised his eyes in surprise. “Someone missing? Who?”
The orchestra switched to a waltz, and several couples joined together on the dance floor. The Ghostwalker watched them quietly.
“Lady Bronwyn,” he said.
Maklavir shrugged. “I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure of making her acquaintance.”
“Black hair, pale skin, amber eyes,” Kendril said without taking his eyes off the crowd. 
“Ah, yes.” The diplomat nodded, picking up his empty cup. “I generally make it a rule not to get involved with courtesans. Would you like some punch? I’m heading over that way.”
Kendril shook his head. “No thanks.”
“Suit yourself.” Maklavir twisted his way through the crowd, whistling softly in time to the waltz.
“He’s awfully happy,” commented Joseph as he joined Kendril against the wall.
“He’s got a girl over by the punch bowl.” He glanced over at Joseph. “I didn’t think you were coming.”
The scout leaned against the wall. “It’s been a rough day,” he said. “A girl, huh? I think I met her this morning, briefly. Assuming it’s the same one, of course.”
Kendril sighed, his eyes switched towards one of the entrances to the room. “That would be a big assumption.”
Joseph smiled. “I’m betting it’s one of the kitchen maids. How about you?”
“Five coppers says it’s one of the handmaidens.”
The scout shrugged. “Done.” The smile vanished. “I went to the jail this morning. Kara was gone.”
Kendril looked over in surprise. “Gone?”
“Escaped.” Joseph looked down at the ground. “Sometime last night, I think.”
Kendril frowned. “She didn’t waste any time, did she?”
The scout sighed. “I spent all day trying to track down what happened to her. No one seems to have any idea.”
The Ghostwalker looked back out at the dance floor. “Hopefully she’s out of the city by now.”
Joseph crossed his arms, the weariness showing on his face. “I thought you said you didn’t care what happened to her.”
“I don’t.” Kendril’s gaze fell on a woman dancing near the head of the ballroom.
Joseph gave a bitter chuckle. “You’re a real humanitarian, Kendril.” He followed the Ghostwalker’s gaze across the room. “What about her?” he asked carefully.
Kendril watched Serentha sweep around the room in the arms of some nobleman, her glistening white dress trailing behind her. “What about her?”
The scout lifted a hand. “All right, I get it. Sorry for bringing it up.” He glanced out at the dance floor. “Well, we’re a couple of real wall flowers, aren’t we? At least Maklavir seems to be making out well.”
Kendril watched as Maklavir took the hand of a pretty brunette over by the punch table, and led her out onto the floor as the next waltz started up.
“Yeah,” he said.
 
Serentha stopped for a moment to catch her breath. Sir Tobias bowed low and kissed her hand.
“Thank you for the dance, Your Highness.”
She smiled, her face still flushed. “It was my pleasure.”
“I assure you,” he responded, “the pleasure was all mine.” He bowed again, and moved off. 
Serentha stepped away from the dance floor, her eyes falling over the throng of people in the room. She suddenly realized that she was looking for someone in particular, and the thought brought up an ache in her chest. Turning away, she stepped towards the punch table. 
“I hope Your Highness is not too exhausted for another dance,” came a calm voice from behind her. 
Serentha turned. 
“Why Lord Bathsby,” she said with a smile, “I would be delighted.” 
The nobleman smiled, holding out his hand. “You honor me, Your Highness.” He pulled her forward, just as the orchestra began another flowing piece.
They moved out onto the floor. Bathsby moved smoothly, leading her with confident steps. The orchestra quickened their tempo. Serentha twirled as Bathsby swung her into the forefront of the dance floor.
“You dance well, Your Highness,” he said. His eyes roamed quickly down her neck to the emerald necklace that rested at her breast.
“As do you,” she said, but felt a sudden and inexplicable feeling of discomfort. She grasped her skirt with her left hand, and leaned her right on Bathsby’s shoulder.
“I had hoped to dance with you tonight,” he continued, his conversation uninterrupted by the procession of steps. “It gives me great pleasure.”
Despite the flurry of steps, Serentha felt a slow chill spread up her spine. A grip like panic seemed to seize her. For some reason she couldn’t quite grasp she wanted nothing more than to escape from his grasp. His hand around her waist seemed suddenly cold. 
“I—I don’t think I’m feeling too well,” she said abruptly. The dance floor began to spin around her. The feeling of panic increased.
Bathsby smiled disarmingly. “Your Highness would certainly not deny me the chance to finish this dance?” He spun her again on the third note, her skirt swishing the floor. “We’ve only just begun.”
She said nothing, closing her eyes as the nobleman led her across the floor. Around her the other nobles of the court danced and laughed. No one noticed her.
“I wanted to speak with you,” Bathsby continued in an almost casual tone. “About Lord Whitmore.”
They turned, the music flitting on in the background. “What about him?”
Bathsby whisked her around, the smile never vanishing from his face. “I have heard he intends to marry you.”
Serentha felt the pit of her stomach drop. She needed to stop this dance, but she didn’t know how.
The music rose to a crescendo. Lord Bathsby held her left hand tightly. “Is that true, Your Highness?”
She tried to respond, but her mouth was completely dry. 
A black-gloved hand clapped down on Bathsby’s shoulder. The nobleman halted, and turned around. 
Kendril stood behind him, smiling amiably. “May I break in, Lord Bathsby?”
For a moment a spark of something like anger crossed Bathsby’s face, but he quickly composed himself, and his smile returned. “I didn’t know you danced, Mr. Kendril.”
“It’s been a while, but I think I remember the basics.” The Ghostwalker moved forward, holding out his gloved hand to Serentha. “Your Highness?”
She nodded, a wave of relief spreading through her. Kendril took her hand. They moved out together onto the dance floor just as the waltz ended. The orchestra readjusted their instruments, ready to play again.
With a frozen smile, Bathsby melted back against the wall, his gaze still on the Ghostwalker and the princess.
“You looked like you could use an interruption,” said Kendril with a shadowy glance in Bathsby’s direction. He bowed to Serentha as the orchestra started a slower waltz.
“Thank you,” she managed. They faced each other, and Serentha put her hand on his shoulder. “I don’t know what came over me. I was just—” she struggled to find the words to properly describe it.
Kendril nodded, and took her left hand with his right. “I think I know what you mean,” he said.
The beautiful strains of the music drifted over the floor as they danced, the crystal chandeliers sparkling above them. 
“I wouldn’t have thought you knew how to dance,” said Serentha.
Kendril shrugged. “I’m just full of surprises.”
She smiled, then seemed to remember herself, glancing down at the floor. “Kendril, about Lord Whitmore--”
He didn’t meet her gaze. “What about him? You’re doing the right thing. The best thing for Llewyllan.”
Serentha glanced off towards the side of the ballroom, but she couldn’t see Lord Bathsby anymore. “I don’t know if I care what’s best for Llewyllan anymore,” she said in a quiet voice. “I don’t even know who I am anymore. Jade? Serentha? Does it even matter?”
She leaned her head forward, resting it on Kendril’s shoulder as they danced.
“Don’t worry,” she said in a bittersweet tone, “I promise I won’t touch you.”
“Jade—” he began, his voice uncertain.
“Don’t say anything,” she said again. “Just let me be, all right?”
Kendril started to respond, but gave a short nod instead. “All right.” He gave her hand a gentle squeeze.
Serentha closed her eyes.
They danced in silence, the music filling the hall.
 
Kara stopped at the end of the small hedge, crouching as low as she could by the side of the palace. The hilt of the knife she had stolen earlier that day pressed into her side, stuck into the belt around her waist. 
The pale moon hung low in the sky, gleaming off the large pond to her right. Music sailed out on the evening air from the nearby ballroom. The golden light from the long windows reflected in the water. 
Kara paused for a moment and rubbed her hands together against the slight chill in the air. The sky was clear, and against the million pinpricks of stars she could see several guards patrolling the walls on all sides. By the gatehouse several guards lounged around idly, sharing jokes and playing cards.
She had been dodging soldiers in town all day, using every thieving skill she possessed to stay unseen. Only when night had fallen had she been able to duck into the castle itself, taking advantage of the distraction caused by the large number of nobles arriving at the same time. She knew it was crazy to crawl like this into the midst of the lion’s den, but she still had one item of unfinished business.
Sir Reginald still had to pay for the death of her brother.
Kara waited in the bushes for what seemed like forever. Her legs began to burn with the pain of the continual crouch. She was just about to move on when two men came out of the ballroom and walked over to the patio railing. She caught her breath as she saw the face of one of them in the light from the windows. 
It was her brother’s murderer.
“You look glum, my Lord. Surely all is well?” Sir Reginald stepped up next to Lord Bathsby with a greasy smile on his face.
“All is well,” said Bathsby tightly. He glanced over the patio railing, past the bushes that lay directly below them. “You look particularly smug tonight. Tortured another helpless animal to death, have you?”
Reginald grinned. “Please, my Lord, you wound me with your words.”
Bathsby grunted. “I’m sure.” He gave the empty patio behind them a furtive glance. “Is everything ready?”
Kara felt the cold handle of the knife against her palm. Now was her chance. She started to rise from her hiding place, but something stopped her. Above, the two men continued their conversation.
Sir Reginald took a drink from his glass of punch. “If the witch does her part. I can’t say I really trust her.”
 “Of course not. I don’t trust her either. There’s no doubting her talents, though. She’ll get the job done.” Bathsby gave Reginald a sharp look. “And Whitmore?”
The nobleman took another sip of the punch, and smacked his lips. “Marched out this afternoon from the South Gate.”
Bathsby narrowed his eyes. “With the Royal Guard?”
Sir Reginald gave a weary nod. “Yes, yes. All the men who were on your list.” He gave a heavy sigh. “Poor fools. I actually pity them.”
Bathsby gathered up his cape. “Pity is for the weak-minded, Sir Reginald. All true progress requires sacrifice. By morning we’ll be running Llewyllan.”
The nobleman raised his glass. “I’ll drink to that.”
Lord Bathsby gave him a wintry glare. His attention was quickly diverted by two chattering women who passed close by. He lowered his voice. “Just make sure the men are ready. There can be no mistakes tonight.”
Sir Reginald drained his glass. “There won’t be on my end.”
Lord Bathsby nodded, his eyes searched through the open patio doors into the ballroom. The orchestra had finished their piece and rested their instruments to one side. “Make sure there aren’t,” he said, “and by tomorrow you’ll be a general.”
Sir Reginald put his glass back down. “You can count on me, my lord.”
One side of Bathsby’s face curled up. “Yes,” he said slowly, “I’m sure I can. Until later, my good Sir Reginald.”
He flipped back his cape, walking back into the storm of conversation around the edge of the ballroom. 
After a moment, Sir Reginald followed him.
Kara sank back into the bushes, stunned. All thoughts of killing Sir Reginald had momentarily vanished from her mind. 
Something big was happening tonight.
And right now, she was the only one who knew about it.
 



Chapter 7
 
“Well,” said Maklavir with a pleased grin, “all in all I’d say it’s been a pleasant couple of days.”
Kendril glanced back at the ballroom as the guests began to gradually disperse out the doors into the hallway. Coaches were arriving outside, pulling up and taking their occupants away into the night. 
“Yes,” he said absentmindedly, “very pleasant.”
Joseph walked up. He glanced back at the orchestra, which had just finished the last piece for the evening and was busy packing up. “So,” he said with as he looked over at Kendril, “I just saw Serentha head upstairs. Looks like things are wrapping up here.”
The Ghostwalker grunted, but said nothing. His eyes watched the crowd filtering out to the main hall.
Maklavir cleared his throat. “That reminds me. I noticed you dancing with the princess earlier, Kendril. I must say you made a handsome couple.”
Kendril shot the diplomat a nasty glare.
“So where’s your date, Maklavir?” asked Joseph as he surveyed the ballroom. “I never got the chance to meet her.”
Maklavir stretched his arms. “Unfortunately Palora had to accompany the princess upstairs for the time being. Though,” he added with a knowing wink, “I am hoping to see her again later.”
“That’s delightful, Maklavir,” said Kendril sardonically. “Excuse me a moment.” He walked quickly away, grabbing a servant who was cleaning the tables and asking him something in a low tone. 
A few seconds later Kendril came back over with a troubled look on his face. 
“Well, this party looks about over,” said Maklavir casually. “Anyone up for a hand of cards in the billiards room?”
“You two go on,” said Kendril with a brooding glance towards the ballroom doors. “I have a couple things to attend to.”
Joseph gestured his head toward the servant Kendril had been talking to. “What did you ask him?”
“Just needed to find a room,” said Kendril brusquely. He brushed past Maklavir and Joseph and headed for the door to the main hall. “I’ll see you both tomorrow. Keep your eyes and ears open.”
Maklavir groaned. “Not more conspiracy theories?”
The Ghostwalker ignored the comment. He pulled his hood up over his head. “Just be on your guard,” he said. “Oh, and you owe me five coppers, Joseph.” He turned towards the ballroom doors.
Maklavir gave Joseph a confused look. “Five coppers?”
The scout sighed. “Palora’s one of Serentha’s handmaidens, right?”
The finely-dressed man gave a cautious nod. “Yes--”
Joseph chuckled. “Five coppers, then.”
The ballroom was almost empty. The last lights were all being extinguished and the servants were clearing the tables. 
“So how about that hand of cards?” asked Maklavir. 
Joseph pondered for a moment. “Sure, why not? The night’s still young.”
They left the ballroom and headed down the main corridor. The front doors to the palace were open, letting in the cool night breeze. White uniformed guards stood at the bottom of the steps leading toward the second floor. Most of the aristocrats were gone, the last coaches clattering off towards the front gate.
Maklavir opened up one of the doors leading to a side hallway. “The billiards room is down here,” he said. “To the right, if I remember correctly.”
Joseph smiled as they stepped into the dimly lit hallway. “You seem to have found that in a hurry.”
The diplomat grinned in response. “I was having a friendly game there this morning with—”
A shadow flitted across the hall. 
Joseph’s hand moved instantly toward the hilt of his rapier.
In the flash of an eye a cloaked figure was behind him, holding a knife blade to his throat. 
Joseph slowly moved his hand away from his sword. “What do you want?” he asked in a calm voice. 
The knife vanished from his throat, and the cloaked figure stepped back. 
Joseph turned and reached for his sword again, but froze mid-way. His mouth fell open. “Kara?” he stammered. “How--?”
“I’ll tell you later,” the red-haired thief said quickly. She glanced over at Maklavir. “Right now you have to listen to me. You’re both in terrible, terrible danger.”
 
The hallway was dark. 
Kendril moved carefully across the wooden floor. His eyes darted back and forth under his hood. He drifted to a stop by the last door on the left, and his black cloak blended into the shadows around him. 
One of his gloved hands came up and rapped carefully on the door. He paused for a moment, listening carefully. 
There was no response. 
He looked up and down the hallway, pulled out one of his pistols, and kicked the door in.
The gun was already at the ready as the door smashed against the wall, hanging loose on its hinges. A fire burned away in a hearth to the right, providing the only light in the room. A bird of some kind squawked frantically from a cage in the corner. Nothing else moved.
Moving quickly, Kendril slid inside, his pistol still held at the ready. 
The doors leading out to the veranda were open, letting in the cold night air. The white curtains on each side wafted eerily in the breeze. Outside he could just see the corner of the pond, and the long stretch of the castle wall. 
The bird continued to crow in alarm. Kendril kicked aside some debris lying in the middle of the floor. Feathers, bones, and a couple of candles by the look of it. 
He scowled, then moved over towards the bookcase set against one wall. Still holding the pistol in one hand, he removed a book from the shelf, flipped through it, replaced it, then pulled out another one. 
Kendril had barely opened it when his face turned cold. He quickly averted his eyes from the twisted symbols inscribed on the pages and slapped the book shut. He moved swiftly across the room, and tossed the volume into the fireplace. 
The pages crinkled and twisted into blackness as the flames devoured them. From the corner the raven flapped its wings madly, beating the bars of its cage.
Kendril turned and noticed a scrap of paper lying on the small table by the cage. He reached down a gloved hand, picking up the note. 
At first he thought the writing was in some kind of a red ink, until he realized that it was in fact blood. The script was crude, and the letters hastily made. But that wasn’t what riveted his attention.
It was the words themselves. There, in the bold strokes of an untrained hand, were four words:
The trap is set.
 
“You can’t be serious.” Maklavir turned towards the billiards table. His purple cape billowed behind him. “It’s madness.”
Kara leaned against the wall of the room. “I’m telling the truth. They were as close as you are to me now, and I could hear everything. They’re planning something, something that’s going to happen tonight.”
Maklavir reached the closed door of the billiards room. He turned around in agitation. “The army is going to overthrow the king?”
Kara sat down on a chair by the sole candle in the room. “I’m only telling you what I heard.” She looked up at both men. “We need to get out of here.”
Maklavir sniffed. “And take you with us, I suppose? A nice means of escape for you, that.”
Her face reddened. “I didn’t have to come back,” she protested. “I almost didn’t. I don’t need either of you to get out of Balneth.”
“Then why did you come back?” asked Joseph softly.
“To warn you,” Kara shot back, “but I guess I was just wasting my time.” She got to her feet, and headed towards the door. “I’m leaving. You two are on your own.”
Joseph held out a hand. “Wait, Kara. Don’t go. I believe you.”
The thief stopped, and turned uncertainly.
Maklavir stepped towards the billiards table and gave one of the balls a flick with his hand. “Well, this is a fine kettle of fish we’re in.” He glanced over skeptically at Kara. “What you’re describing is just incredible. It defies comprehension.”
 The scout nodded. “Yes.” He pushed away from the table. “All the more reason why we need to move quickly.”
 
Serentha lurched up in bed at the first cry of the guard outside her bedroom door. She threw off her silken sheets, and planted her feet on the cold wooden floor. 
There was a thudding noise outside, and then another hideous shout. 
Serentha hurried across the bedroom, pulling her nightgown around her as she went. From the hall she heard the low thud of her father’s bedroom doors as they opened. 
Her hand reached for the handle of her own bedroom door.
Two thunderous blasts echoed out in the hall. Serentha had heard them too many times before not to know instantly what they were.
Pistol shots.
Serentha flung open the door to her room. 
Before her the wide hall of the palace’s third floor was a scene of disaster. 
One Royal Guard lay dead a few yards away, a small crossbow dart in his throat. 
A second was struggling to stand, blood staining his trousers from a jagged wound. He saw Serentha looking out the door, and waved her back.
“Your Highness!” he shouted, his face red with pain, “shut the door!”
She didn’t move, mesmerized by what she saw. 
A figure in a hooded black cloak turned away from her father’s bedroom doors, holding a smoking pistol in each hand. He tossed down the pistols, then raced for the stairs.
“Kendril!” Serentha cried. She stepped out into the wide hall. 
The figure turned for a brief moment, his face shrouded in shadow. Then he was at the stairs, taking them three at a time as he disappeared from view. 
Already the pistol shots had woken most of the palace. Shouts echoed out from downstairs. 
The wounded guard tried to chase after the fleeing Ghostwalker, but his knee gave way and he collapsed again.
Serentha turned and ran for her father’s bedroom. Her mind was filled with a sudden dread, and as she reached the heavy wooden doors she grabbed on to them for support.
Her father lay dead in his bed, blood spreading across his silken sheets.
 
Joseph jerked his head up. One hand instinctively reached for his rapier.
Maklavir jumped out of the chair he had been sitting in. “That sounded like—”
“Gunshots,” the scout finished.
Kara moved towards the door. “We can’t wait any longer,” she pleaded. “We have to go right now. Please.”
Joseph drew his sword. “Serentha might be in danger. I can’t abandon her now.”
Maklavir reached awkwardly for his sword. “And neither can I.”
“Don’t either of you get it?” said Kara in frustration. Her hand was already on the door. “If we stay here, we’ll be killed. We have to go.”
The diplomat fingered his sword hesitantly. “If this is some kind of coup, Joseph, then there may not be much we can do. Kara might be right.”
The grizzled scout thought for a moment, glowering. “All right,” he said at last. “Let’s get out of here if we still can. Maklavir, you and Kara get the animals. I’ll meet you at the gate.”
“Where are you going?” asked Kara. Her dagger was in her hand once again.
Joseph stepped to the door, his face set with a sudden resolve. “I’m going to find Kendril and Serentha. We’re not going to leave without them unless we have no other choice.”
Shouting voices echoed down the corridor outside. There was the stamping of running feet. 
“Go now,” Joseph urged. “Hurry!”
Maklavir dashed out into the corridor. 
Kara hesitated for a brief instant and looked back at Joseph. Their eyes locked together for the space of a heartbeat. 
Then, before either could say anything, Kara turned and ran off after Maklavir.
Joseph followed her, but turned the opposite direction in the hallway. 
He threw open the door at the end of the corridor, and piled out into the main hallway just in time to see three Royal Guardsmen scramble up the stairs. 
He looked around uncertainly, but there was no sign of anyone else. He moved to the door of the ballroom, kicked it open and looked quickly inside. It was empty. Readjusting his grip on the rapier, he turned, and raced for the stairs.
Whatever was happening seemed to be going on up there.
 
Maklavir and Kara sprinted through the garden by the palace, leaping over flowers and around low hedges. Behind them the palace was coming to life and angry shouts were already echoing across the castle courtyard. They reached the north wall, and ran along its length towards the west.
“The stable is up ahead,” Maklavir shouted back to Kara as they dodged around a large supply cart. “The animals are there.” He pointed ahead with his sword to a squat wooden building nestled against northwestern corner of the wall. 
Kara nodded, out of breath from the run. Her mind kept flitting back to Joseph. She tried to stay focused. She couldn’t worry about him right now.
Right now, she had to worry about herself. 
 
The figure moved quickly down the hall, and flipped off the long black cloak that covered its form. It turned quickly into a room just as several guards ran by down a cross hall.
With a low laugh, Bronwyn tossed the black cloak into the fire. She undid the clasp in her hair and shook it loose. 
The raven in the corner croaked madly as the flames slowly consumed the dark fabric of the cloak. Bronwyn sat down on the bed. She ran her fingers through her hair and smiled. 
A sudden mechanical click from behind her caused her to freeze. She rose slowly to her feet, then turned around with a wry smile.
“Why Kendril,” she purred, “I was beginning to think we would never be alone in my bedchambers.”
The Ghostwalker stepped forward, his pistol held level with her face. “I believe witchcraft is punishable by death in Llewyllan,” he said without a hint of emotion. 
Bronwyn brushed a strand of hair away from her eyes. “Witchcraft? My, my, Kendril, you really are clever. I thought as much when I first laid eyes on you.” She glided over to the bedpost and wrapped her hands around it. Her golden eyes shone mischievously. “What was your first clue?”
Kendril crossed towards the center of the room. “That amulet of yours. What kind of foul spell were you trying to cast on me last night, anyway?”
Bronwyn gave an innocent shrug. “There are so many, I get confused.” She slunk forward, and stroked the barrel of the pistol with her finger. “You aren’t going to shoot me, are you?”
There were heavy footfalls out in the corridor. 
Kendril glanced towards the door. “It sounds like there’s all ready been enough shooting tonight. I assume you had something to do with that?”
Bronwyn laughed merrily. “Handsome and intelligent! More than any girl could hope for in a man.”
Kendril’s face twisted into a snarl. “Enough with your games. What’s going on here?”
She gave a mock look of surprise. “Why, you are, Kendril. Don’t you know?” She took a step back. 
“You just killed the King of Llewyllan.”
 
Lord Bathsby glanced down at the body of the dead guard, his face twisting with anger. He looked up at the wounded man who was already being treated by several of his fellow Royal Guards.
“What happened?” Bathsby snarled.
The guard flinched as a bandage was tied around his knee. “It was the Ghostwalker, sir. We couldn’t stop him. He—” his voice broke off in a gargle of pain.
“Sergeant!” Bathsby roared. He spun away from the wounded guard. “Search this palace top to bottom. Bring me the Ghostwalker and his friends, now!”
The man saluted sharply. “Yes, sir!”
Several more Royal Guards arrived at the top of the stairs, their weapons out and ready. 
From the King’s bedroom Serentha staggered out. Her face was covered with tears. 
Bathsby gave a quick bow. “I’m so sorry, Your Highness. It was the Ghostwalker. My men will find him.”
Serentha shook her head, her mind still numb from the shock of what had happened. “It—can’t be. Kendril wouldn’t…” she turned back towards her father’s bedroom. Her legs suddenly turned weak. “He—”
Bathsby caught her just as she started to collapse. 
Serentha’s handmaidens ran over to her side, their faces filled with concern. 
Bathsby looked up at two nearby Guards. “She’s in shock,” he said briskly. “Put her in her room, and don’t let anyone in or out. Do you understand me?”
They both saluted in unison.
Bathsby released the disoriented Serentha into the care of her handmaidens. He turned to the Sergeant again, and drew his own sword.
“Find that Ghostwalker,” he hissed.
 
The stable was dark. Maklavir cursed as he banged his shin against a feeding trough. 
“Some light would be useful,” he seethed.
Kara looked at the crack of the door. “There are guards everywhere,” she said. They’re all heading towards the palace.”
“Where we should be as well,” grumbled Maklavir. He limped to one of the stalls, and patted Veritas on the horse’s muzzle. “We don’t even know what’s going on for sure back there. It’s probably nothing at all.”
Kara’s eyes fell on some equipment piled up against one wall. There were some saddlebags, blankets, and canteens. She stepped over to them.
“Looks like someone was planning a hunting trip for the morning.”
Maklavir pulled open a stall, and tugged on Simon’s bridle. “Fascinating. Come on, you stupid mule!”
Simon brayed. He dug his feet in obstinately.
Kara moved a blanket, and pulled out a hunting bow that had been leaning against the wall. She picked up the quiver that had been lying next to it, eyed the arrows in it, and then slung it over her shoulder.
Maklavir let go of the bridle, and collapsed back against the stable wall. “This beast is absolutely intolerable. He won’t budge.”
The red-haired thief walked over, and produced an apple in her hand. 
Simon’s eyes lit up and he lunged forward.
“Where in Zanthora did you get that?” asked Maklavir in astonishment.
Kara tempted Simon out of the stall with the fruit. “In one of those bags against the wall. Now get those other horses and let’s get out of here.”
The diplomat nodded, pulling down his cap. “No argument here.”
 
Kendril’s eyes blazed. His grip on the pistol tightened. “What are you talking about?”
Bronwyn clucked softly. “Hmm. Not as bright as I thought, after all. Too bad.” 
He took a step forward. “Is Bathsby behind this?”
The young woman gave a sneering laugh. “Bathsby? Bathsby is a fool. He didn’t even have the courage to dispatch the King himself. No, my dear Kendril, Lord Bathsby is merely a pawn in a much larger game that he does not comprehend. I would have thought that you of all people would understand that.”
Kendril pushed the gun forward. “A pawn? For who?”
Bronwyn’s face darkened, though her smile remained. “Why for him, of course.” Her voice lowered. “He’s coming back to Zanthora, Kendril.”
His knuckles whitened slightly as he gripped the gun. “Who?”
Bronwyn’s eyes burned with a sudden fire. “Despair, Kendril. Your doom is near.”
He raised the pistol. Uncertainty crossed his face for the first time.
Bronwyn screamed.
The door to the room burst open. A captain of the Royal Guard barged in, a pistol in his hand. Behind him several more men followed, the fury showing on their faces. 
Bronwyn wilted back against the hearth, terrified.
The captain leveled the pistol at the Ghostwalker. “Drop it!” he shouted.
Kendril whipped his own pistol around. His face tensed.
“Captain!” cried Bronwyn as she wilted against the wall. “He attacked me! Please—”
“She’s lying,” Kendril snarled. “Don’t listen to her!”
The Royal Guards began to move into the room. One leveled a crossbow at Kendril.
“You’re under arrest for murdering the King,” the captain said. “Drop the pistol or I’ll kill you where you stand.”
Kendril backed up a step. His leg brushed the end of the bed. He glanced over at Bronwyn, his pistol still wavering towards the men in front of him.
The raven-haired beauty threw her hands across her breast. “He tried to kill me! Help me, please!”
“She’s lying to you,” Kendril said again.
The captain strode forward, his pistol pointed at Kendril’s head. “This is your last chance,” he shouted. “Surrender or die!”
Kendril turned his head towards Bronwyn. 
The girl’s face was still filled with terror, but there was the slightest spark of mocking laughter in her eyes. 
Kendril looked back at the Royal Guardsman. “Sorry, Captain,” he said. “Not today.”
Before the man could respond, Kendril hurled himself to the side.
 
 



Chapter 8
 
Joseph had just reached the second floor of the palace when he saw half a dozen Royal Guardsmen coming down the stairs toward him, all with weapons drawn. Sir Reginald was with them, his blue cloak fanning out behind him as he came. Joseph glanced back to see two more Guards coming up the stairs behind him. 
He turned his head back towards Sir Reginald and the soldiers. 
“What’s happened here?”
Sir Reginald’s lip twisted into a sneer. “Playing innocent? You must think us very stupid.” He pointed a gloved finger at the dumbfounded scout.
“Take him, gentlemen.”
The soldiers leapt forward.
 
Kendril caught the bed mattress with his free hand, then flipped it and all its covers towards the guards in front of him. 
The captain’s pistol flared and blasted a hole through the top of the mattress. Feathers burst through the air. Two of the guards cursed and jumped out of the way. 
Kendril hit the floor behind the bed just as a crossbow bolt tore into the chest of drawers behind him. He rolled out onto the veranda and kicked aside one of the doors, then dodged back behind one of the curtains.
One of the soldiers bounded around the bed. He pushed Bronwyn out of the way and sprinted towards the opening to the veranda. 
Kendril leaned in and shot him in the chest. 
The guard’s body slammed back against the hearth. 
Kendril swung across the opening of the veranda to the curtain on the other side, then pulled out another pistol with his free hand. He fired it at the captain, who was struggling to draw his sword. Kendril missed, but the shot shattered a vase next to the man’s head. 
The captain ducked back with a shrieked curse. 
Kendril flattened himself against the outer wall. He looked around him desperately. The porch was small. There was only a short railing and a drop off on all sides. 
The only way out was down.
 
Joseph figured that the time for talking was over.
He slashed out with his rapier and parried a blow from an over-eager guard, then thrust at another who came too close. Then there was nothing but a hail of blows and counter-blows, blades falling and rising with rapid succession.
Joseph fought like he had never fought before. One moment he smashed his elbow into one guard’s face, the next he hurtled an unlucky soldier down the stairs behind him. His expertise with the blade saved his life ten times over in as many seconds, but the soldiers were no amateurs themselves.
Joseph knew he couldn’t hold them off forever.
Sir Reginald was screaming something when Joseph dodged one last blow, and gashed his attacker’s arm as a parting memento. He jumped onto the railing dividing the stairways, and slid down towards the two startled guards running up towards him. At the last moment he leapt off and crashed into both of them.
The three of them tumbled down the last few stairs, and crashed hard into the wall. 
A marble statue that had been standing in the corner of the landing crashed down on one of the soldiers, crushing the man’s leg. He screamed in pain as the guards at the top of the stairs raced down towards them.
Joseph jumped up, faster than the second soldier by half a heartbeat. He bashed the hilt of his rapier into the guard’s face, and flattened him back onto the floor.
Sir Reginald slid to a stop at the top of the stairs, his sword raised above his head. “Get him you fools!” he screamed.
Without looking behind him, Joseph dove towards the second flight of stairs that led down to the ground floor.
At this point, he thought, he would be lucky to get out of the palace alive.
 
“Halt!” said one of the guards, clutching his halberd with both hands. 
Another soldier came out of the right-hand gatehouse, and drew a sword.
Maklavir tried to give as natural a smile as he could. “Why, whatever’s the matter, sergeant?”
He and Kara were on horseback, leading Kendril and Joseph’s mounts behind them. The drawbridge was right in front of them, leading out towards the rough path that led down to the city below. A large opening in the castle wall formed a small tunnel that led outside. On either side of the end of the tunnel were two small rooms, both directly across from each other. Each controlled one of the two chains that raised and lowered the drawbridge. 
The guard eyed them both suspiciously. “Can’t you hear the bell? No one leaves.” He barked a command over his shoulder, and a soldier disappeared into one of the gatehouses. A moment later there was a loud cranking noise, and the drawbridge began to rise.
Maklavir tugged nervously at his collar. “Surely you don’t mean to shut us in? We’ve done nothing wrong.”
The soldier sniffed. “We’ll see about that. For now you’re both under arrest.” 
Another soldier appeared, a loaded crossbow in his hands. He pointed it at Maklavir. The guards on the top of the nearby walls looked down at them tensely, their hands gripping their weapons.
“This is uncalled for!” Maklavir protested. “I demand to speak to your commanding officer.”
The soldier hefted the halberd threateningly in Maklavir’s direction. “Gladly.” His smile disappeared. “Now get off the horse.” He glanced over at Kara. “Both of you.”
By now the drawbridge was raised almost halfway. Maklavir gave Kara a helpless look.
“I don’t think we have much choice,” he whispered. “I think we’d better dismount.”
 Kara’s eyes quickly shifted between the two entrances to the gatehouses, then to the rising drawbridge. She took a deep breath, then nodded. 
Ever so slowly, they started to climb off their mounts.
 
Joseph hit the floor at the bottom of the staircase and ran. The clattering steps of the soldiers behind him echoed down the corridor. The main hall stretched before him, with the palace entrance straight ahead. He lurched to the right, and crashed through a side door. He ran down the narrow corridor, and brushed past a startled servant. Behind him he could several voices shouting and swearing. 
They must not have seen where he had gone, thank Eru. It was only a matter of time before they found him, though.
He whirled around a corner, past the billiards room and towards the door at the end of the hall. It was the same one that Maklavir and Kara had used earlier to get outside.
Joseph kicked it open, and tumbled out into the long swathe of the palace garden. He dove down behind a rose bush, and looked back behind him. 
Guards were running across the top of the castle wall to his right, but no one seemed to have seen him. 
So much for going back for Kendril and Serentha.
 
Lord Bathsby strode into the room. In a flash his eyes surveyed the overturned mattress and the feathers covering the floor. One soldier lay dead against the wall near the fireplace, while several others were clustered out on the balcony.
“Report!” he thundered.
The captain spun around, and saluted sharply. “Sir! We had the Ghostwalker trapped on the balcony. He must have jumped off to the ground.”
Bathsby stepped out onto the veranda, and pushed a guard out of his way. He leaned over the rail. 
Several soldiers were down there already, probing the bushes near the edge of the pond.
Bathsby stepped away from the rail. “No one saw him?”
The captain shook his head. “No, sir. He just vanished. He was out here, though, right next to the curtain—”
Bathsby whirled, and he scanned the small veranda. His eyes narrowed, then he cursed loudly. He stepped back, looked at the veranda railing, then up. A small ledge hung over the top of the porch, crowned again by a higher overhang that led to the top of the palace.
“He went up, not down,” Bathsby spat. “He’s on the roof.”
The captain’s face whitened. “Yes, sir!” he stammered. He motioned to several of his men, who quickly ran back into the bedroom.
Bathsby scanned the edge of the roof above. His eyes flared angrily. “When you find him,” he seethed, “kill him.”
 
The game was up.
The drawbridge was almost completely shut, and with it the only exit from the castle would be closed off entirely. 
Kara removed her foot from her horse’s stirrup, and swung her leg over the back of her horse.
One thing she was sure of. She wouldn’t be captured. Not again. She had had enough of chains and prison cells for one week.
As she dropped off the horse her left hand unhooked the hunting bow from the horse’s saddle, while her right drew an arrow out of the quiver slung on her back. She dropped to the ground on the side of the horse facing away from the drawbridge, ducked down and pulled back the string on the bow. 
She fired between the legs of the beast. The arrow whistled out from beneath the horse’s belly.
It happened so quickly that the guards were taken completely by surprise. 
The arrow hit the man with the crossbow and knocked him back into a water barrel. It overturned with a mighty crash.
Kara dodged to one side while her fingers drew another arrow and fitted it to the string. 
There was an angry shout from the sergeant holding the halberd, right before Kara placed another arrow between his eyes. 
The man toppled dead to the ground.
A crossbow sang to her left. The bolt sailed passed her and missed her by mere inches. 
Kara glanced up and fired another arrow in the same motion, aimed blindly in the direction of the unseen sniper. 
Two men shouted in alarm and scrambled for cover.
Kara whirled and fumbled for another arrow. 
Another guard ran at her, his sword raised high for a killing blow. 
He was only four feet away when she managed to get the arrow on the string, and fired. 
The shot pummeled the soldier back several yards. His sword fell from his lifeless hands. 
Kara strung another arrow. Her heart raced as she searched the walls. 
The other guards had ducked back inside the tower.
Maklavir stood next to his horse, blinking at her in astonishment. “Great Eru!” he said, his voice filled with disbelief. “How--?”
The drawbridge was almost shut. 
“Maklavir!” Kara shouted, “the gatehouse!”
The diplomat recovered his senses, and drew his sword. “Right—” He dashed towards the right hand gatehouse. 
Kara knelt as a soldier stepped out of the gatehouse to the left. She fired, and the man to jumped back inside with a yelp. The arrow embedded itself in the wood of the door.
Another arrow was already in her hand as she scanned the walls above her again. 
She was a sitting duck out here in the open, and she couldn’t hold down half the garrison forever.
And where was Joseph?
 
Kendril swore as his foot slipped on the uneven surface of the roof. A shingle came loose, and clattered loudly as it slid away. He pulled himself to his feet again, half crawling and half running up the steep slope of the palace roof.
This hadn’t exactly been the best of plans, now that he thought of it. Of course, he hadn’t had a lot of time to think over his options back on the veranda, and using the railing to jump up onto the ledge leading to the roof of the palace had seemed like a decent idea at the time.
It was amazing what a little hindsight could reveal.
Kendril reached the apex of the roof, and glanced back behind him. 
The roof of the palace was wide, and sloped sharply down in both directions. Even worse, many of the shingles up here were loose and broken. Whoever was supposed to be in charge of maintenance had not done a very thorough job. From where Kendril was standing he could see the whole dark stretch of the castle courtyard, with the black shape of the statue and tree-lined avenue far below him. 
He was just turning his head back around when his eyes caught the burning flare of a matchlock on the castle wall to the east. 
With another strangled curse he rolled off to the side. 
An instant later there was a flash of gunfire and an accompanying bang. 
The shot missed, but just barely. Pieces of shingles exploded in all directions. Two or three pattered off Kendril’s cloak.
So now there were snipers. This really was getting fun.
 
Maklavir was barely inside the gatehouse when he saw a sword swing right at him. 
He ducked and dove to the floor as the blade whistled over his head. Maklavir scrambled backwards. As he struggled to his feet, he realized to his dismay that the floor was made out of dirt. 
And here he was wearing brand-new clothes. Would this horror never end?
A large winch stood in the center of the room, with the chain from the drawbridge wrapped around it. Maklavir had only a moment to notice it, however.
The guard came at him again with his sword.
The diplomat managed to parry two blows from his attacker, then backed away against the wall. He was really starting to get worried.
He couldn’t afford to ruin his cape again….
 
Kara made it behind the barrel just moments before a crossbow bolt cracked into the side of the wood and stuck fast. 
She leaned out to fire, but the sniper had already ducked back behind the parapet on the wall above. Cursing under her breath, she pulled herself back behind cover.
She was crouched behind several crates near the entrance to the right hand gatehouse, desperately trying to watch all directions at the same time. Further off down the walls she could just glimpse more guards running towards the gate. 
Eru only knew what Maklavir was up to in the gatehouse, but there were sounds of fighting coming from within. Kara could only hope the diplomat was a better swordsman than she guessed he was. 
She leaned out from behind the barrel again, her loaded bow at the ready.
The drawbridge had stopped rising, but it was almost shut. The portcullis was still up, though. One small blessing.
Kara hurriedly fired off another arrow as a head peeked around the corner of the left-hand gatehouse door. She missed, but the head vanished back inside. 
Her fingers trembled as she drew another arrow.
Right now the best thing she could hope for was to die a quick death. She couldn’t be taken alive again.
She was determined not to give Sir Reginald that pleasure.
 
Kendril had been feeling a slight unease that he couldn’t quite place his finger on. Then it suddenly came to him.
It was heights. He hated heights. 
Maybe “hated” was too strong. Strongly disliked.
In any event, he was all but convinced that the whole roof thing had been a bad idea from the start.
Another shout echoed from the castle wall as Kendril dove down the slope of the roof. 
He slid down the bumpy path of shingles until his gloved hand caught the edge. He stopped himself, took a quick glance over the side, closed his eyes, and rolled off. 
He fell about ten feet or so before he crashed onto a lower ledge, and slid down for a moment as his boots slipped on the treacherous surface. 
Pain shot up through the old wound on his side like hot fire, but Kendril forced himself to ignore it.
 Below him was the garden that ran up next to the palace. Far off to his left was the castle gate, the only chance for escape. Kendril took a deep breath, and crouched.
Oh, well. It wasn’t like he was going to live forever.
He moved to the edge, then jumped.
 
Maklavir was an outstanding swordsman. 
Well, actually that wasn’t entirely true, but he made it a habit to think such thoughts on the rare occasions when he found himself in a situation such as the one he was in right now. The hope was always that he might perhaps somehow fool his body into believing that he really was an outstanding swordsman.
It had never actually worked before, and it didn’t seem to be working now.
Maklavir barely dodged another blow from his adversary. 
Dirt rose in a cloud from the floor. He had no doubt it was coming right for his new trousers. 
The guard came at Maklavir again and screamed as he chopped his sword down. 
The blade sparked against the heavy iron chain running up towards the drawbridge, and for a second the weapon caught in the space between the links. 
Maklavir tumbled backwards, and tripped over some kind of wooden lever. 
With a great whooshing noise and a deafening rattle, the drawbridge chain released, and flew back into the opening in the wall. The soldier’s sword flew out of his hand. The steel rang as it struck the far wall. 
The guard stared stupidly at his empty hand.
Maklavir smiled apologetically, then clobbered the man in the face with the hilt of his sword. 
He fell back senseless onto the floor.
Maklavir straightened his shirt, and quickly checked his cape and trousers. 
A little dirt, but nothing that wouldn’t come out with a good wash. He gave a sigh of relief.
Perhaps things were starting to look up after all.
 
Kendril crashed into the hedge. 
He felt branches tear wildly at his cloak and clothes. He spat leaves from his mouth, then waded through the sharp branches towards more solid ground.
The Ghostwalker fell out of the bush onto the grass, swiping loose bits of vegetation off his cloak. Beside a burning slash on the side of his neck from a branch, he wasn’t hurt. 
He got to his feet, pulling a broken stick from his sleeve. 
At least he wasn’t on the roof anymore.
A shout from behind him made him turn. 
A white-uniformed soldier tore around a piece of shrubbery, a halberd in his hands. 
Kendril instantly whipped out a pistol and pulled the trigger. The flint clicked and sparked on the pan. 
Nothing else happened.
Ah, yes, that was right. He had already fired that one.
Kendril reached for his sword, knowing as he did there would be no way to get it out in time. 
He dodged back, and prepared to take the guard’s blow as best as he could with his shoulder.
There was a sudden flash of metal and a dagger hurtled through the air, striking the soldier in the throat. The man fell lifeless to the ground. 
Kendril drew his sword and turned around. 
Joseph hurried up to him, a smile on his face. “Wasn’t sure I would see you again.”
Kendril ducked back against the hedge. “You almost didn’t. That’s the second time you’ve saved my neck. Where’s Maklavir?”
Joseph retrieved his knife, and wiped it clean on the grass. “Getting the animals. The Guards attacked me back there in the palace. Do you know what’s going on?”
The Ghostwalker’s face twisted into a snarl. “I was set up, that’s what’s going on. King Nathan is dead.”
The scout stopped cold. “Dead? How?” He shoved the knife back into the top of his boot.
“I killed him, apparently.” He grabbed Joseph by the shoulder, and pulled the scout to his feet. “We’re not safe here. Let’s get moving.”
Joseph nodded. “Sounds good to me.”
 
Kara twisted around, and tried to get a shot at the soldier on the wall, but he was out of sight before she could. 
She cursed, then flattened herself back against the crate she was hiding behind. The barrels and boxes around her were riddled with crossbow bolts. 
A horn was blowing somewhere on the walls above her. No doubt it was a call for reinforcements. 
The good news, though, was that one side of the drawbridge had been released. The whole wooden structure hung at an awkward angle, the left chain pulled tight while the right chain was slack. It still wasn’t wide enough to get out, though.
Maklavir suddenly appeared at the door, and glanced around for Kara. 
A crossbowman up on the wall spotted him, and aimed his weapon down at the diplomat.
Kara fired off a quick shot. 
The arrow found its mark, and the soldier stumbled backwards. 
Maklavir dove for the cover of the crates. His purple cape flapped behind him.
“That’s some bloody fine shooting,” he said as he glanced cautiously over the edge of the barrel. 
“I’ve had a lot of practice,” Kara said between gritted teeth. She fitted another arrow to the bowstring. “We need to get the other side of that drawbridge down.”
Maklavir flinched as another crossbow bolt smacked into a nearby crate. “What, me?”
Kara glanced quickly behind her. “I’ll cover you.”
The diplomat’s face fell. “You can’t be serious. I barely got out of that last gatehouse alive.”
She fired off another shot, then reloaded her bow. “Getting that drawbridge open is the only chance we have. I can’t cover myself, and I’m almost out of arrows.”
“Wonderful,” groaned Maklavir. He pushed himself back up against a crate, and weighed his sword in his hand. “All right, then. Wish me luck.”
“On the count of three,” said Kara, her eyes never leaving the castle wall. “One, two--”
Another crossbow bolt thwacked into the ground by Maklavir’s foot. 
The diplomat leaped back.
“Three,” said Kara. She rose and fired her bow as Maklavir leapt out from behind the crates.
 
Joseph hit the ground beside the rosebush, and glanced around its edge. “I can’t see what’s happening at the gate,” he said. “I hope Maklavir and Kara got out.”
Kendril finished reloading one of his pistols, then shoved it back into his cloak. “Kara?”
The scout nodded. He pulled his head back into cover. “She warned us something like this would happen.”
Kendril pulled out another pistol, and repeated the process. “I assume she didn’t skip town, then?” he asked wryly.
Joseph shrugged. “Not exactly.”
“Tell me later. Right now you have to get to that gate. It’s the only chance we have to get out of here.”
A horn started blowing from the western wall of the castle. 
“What about you?”
Kendril rammed down the paper cartridge into the barrel his gun. “I’m going back to the palace,” he said.
Joseph gaped at him. “Are you insane?” he said. “They think you killed the King. You’ll be shot on sight.”
The Ghostwalker pushed back his cloak, and stuck his second pistol back in his belt. “I’m not leaving without Jade. Now go. I’ll meet up with you when I can.”
Joseph ducked as two soldiers went running by. “What you’re talking about is crazy!” he whispered harshly. “You can’t help her if you’re dead.”
“I have to try,” Kendril said.
Joseph grabbed his companion’s arm. “Getting out of here is going to be hard enough, but there’s no way I can get through that gate by myself. If you go back into that palace now you’re throwing your life away, and mine too. If we stick together we just might have a chance.”
Kendril glowered. The agony of the decision was clear on his face.
“We’ll come back for her when we can,” said Joseph.
The Ghostwalker bit his lip, then nodded. 
“Right.” He pulled out one of his pistols. “Let’s go.”
 
Kara waited for a half second after Maklavir had leapt up, then she jumped up herself, following after the diplomat as he ran towards the left-hand gatehouse.
Maklavir rushed inside the door. 
Kara paused for a moment outside the opening, and scanned the night for any other signs of movement. 
There weren’t any. 
Satisfied, she ducked inside the entrance. 
The harsh ringing of steel met her ears. Maklavir was fighting with two men at once, and he looked like he was getting the worst of it. 
Bending back her bow, Kara hammered one of the men with an arrow at point-blank range. 
The second guard pushed Maklavir back into a table. 
Kara dropped the bow and drew her dagger. She started forward, trying to close the distance between her and the guard.
He crashed into her, and threw her back against the wall. 
She felt her back crunch painfully against the stone, and before she knew it the man had her dagger arm pinned with one hand. His other grabbed her throat in a vice-lock, choking the air out of her. 
Kara grabbed at the man’s arm, trying to free herself.
The soldier gave a wretched grin and leaned in closer.
A table leg suddenly cracked into the back of soldier’s head. He crumpled to the ground. 
Kara slumped down against the wall, rubbing her throat and coughing. 
Maklavir tossed the chair leg onto the ground, then pushed back his cap back with a smile. “You looked like you could use some assistance.”
The female bandit pushed herself back up. She grabbed her bow off the ground. “The drawbridge—”
Maklavir lifted a hand. He walked over to the giant winch. “Please, allow me. I’ve already figured out the intricacies of this particular mechanism.”
He gave the lever a solid kick. The chain spun out of the reel it had been held in, and outside they heard an enormous crash as the drawbridge came down.
“Well,” said Maklavir brightly, “shall we go?”
He was halfway out the door when a musket shot exploded against the frame, and threw splinters of wood in all directions. 
Maklavir leapt back into gatehouse, and bumped back into Kara. 
“I think we have a problem,” he commented.
“I only have a couple of arrows left,” said Kara. She fished around in the quiver to confirm her fear. “We have to make a break for it, Maklavir.”
“Lovely,” he said. “I guess we don’t have much of a choice. Ready?”
Kara strung her bow. “As ready as I’ll ever be.”
The diplomat nodded. “Alright then. Let’s—” he paused for a moment. “I think I hear horses coming--”
“Go!” shouted Kara, pushing the diplomat out the door.
They piled out into the night air. 
A crossbow bolt sailed down from the castle wall above. It barely missed them. 
Kara turned as she ran, and pointed her bow upwards. Her weapon sang out and sent an arrow speeding towards the wall.
She was reaching for another arrow when she glanced over her shoulder, back towards the drawbridge. 
Three soldiers piled out of a narrow staircase that led down from the castle wall. They blocked the way to the open drawbridge. 
Kara swiveled, and fired her last arrow. 
It missed, sailing out into the darkness beyond the drawbridge. 
The guards stepped forward, gaining confidence as they saw Kara’s empty quiver.
One of them pointed to a rope tied against one side of the gateway. It held the portcullis in place. 
“Cut it!” he shouted. He raised a large claymore in one hand. 
One of the men peeled off. He raised a halberd as he ran.
If the portcullis came down, Kara realized with a sinking dread, there would be no way out of the castle.
She dropped the bow with a clatter on the cobblestones, and drew her dagger. 
Maklavir backed up. He held his sword in a shaking hand. 
Kara stepped towards the soldier who was running towards the rope, already knowing there was no way she could stop him in time.
The other two men advanced towards them.
Kara gripped her knife, determined to take as many of them with her as she could.
The soldier with the halberd swung his weapon hard at the outstretched rope.
He never made it. 
A blast echoed down the vaulted tunnel of the gateway as a shot tore open the man’s ribcage, and spun him around. He and his halberd crashed to the ground.
Kara turned, her ears ringing from the sound. 
Kendril came up behind her, a pistol in each hand. His hood covered his face and his dark cloak covered him like a living shadow. He lowered his second pistol and fired it. 
The shot cracked into the wall next to one of the soldier’s heads.
Maklavir threw himself against the side of the gateway as the two remaining soldiers came forward with a shout. 
Kendril jammed both pistols back into his belt, then drew his short swords. 
Kara stared for a moment in disbelief, then jumped back out of the way as well.
The Ghostwalker swept forward. Both his swords slashed through the air. 
There was a flurry of sparks as he deflected a blow from one guard, then sliced in with a return attack against the other. 
Kara found herself watching entranced as Kendril forced both men back towards the drawbridge. His swords flashed faster then she could follow them. 
One of the Ghostwalker’s blows found its mark and slashed open the chest of one of the men. 
The guard fell lifeless to the ground, his blood spreading over the cobblestones. 
The second guard backed up, his eyes wide, then dropped his sword and ran back up the stairs to the wall. 
Kendril turned back around and nodded to the dumbstruck young woman.
“Kara. Good to see you’re not dead.” He looked over at Maklavir, lifting an eyebrow. “And you’re still alive? I’m impressed.”
“Very funny,” said the diplomat. He brushed some dirt off his cloak. “Where have you been, anyway? And where’s Joseph?”
“Right here!” shouted the scout from behind them. He came running up, dragging the bridles of the mounts behind him. “The Guards are coming. We need to go!”
Kendril nodded grimly. “Right. You three get going. I’ll hold them here as long as I can.”
Kara finally found her voice. “By yourself? That’s crazy.”
“Yes,” said Maklavir as he jumped up onto Veritas’ back, “well Kendril isn’t exactly the sanest man you’ll ever meet. I for one am getting out of here.”
Kara scanned the walls nervously. “You can’t fight alone. I’ll stay with you.”
The Ghostwalker grinned as he reloaded one of his pistols. “With your knife?”
Her face flushed. “I can if I have to.”
“If that was your handiwork back by the gatehouse, then I believe you.”
Joseph glanced back nervously in the direction of the palace. Several men on horseback began to become visible through the darkness, riding hard towards the gate. “Here they come.” He turned to the Ghostwalker beside them. “Kendril—”
“Don’t worry,” Kendril said with a smirk, “I don’t plan on dying. Not today, anyway. Now get out of here. Take Simon with you.”
Joseph leapt up onto his mount. He turned his horse around and grabbed Simon’s bridle. “Come on, Kara!”
The young woman gave Kendril one last look of mixed aggravation and admiration, then jumped up onto her horse as well. 
They turned, and thundered out over the drawbridge.
Kendril remained standing calmly just beneath the portcullis, facing the oncoming soldiers.
Horsemen clattered onto the cobblestones of the tunnel leading to the drawbridge. About a dozen armed guards followed on foot behind. They stopped about thirty feet away from where Kendril stood alone. 
There was a sudden deep laugh from one of the riders, which echoed off the walls of the tunnel.
“My dear Mr. Kendril,” said Bathsby with a condescending smile, “you don’t seriously think you can fight all of us off?”
Kendril’s eyes blazed with a dark fire. “You set me up, Bathsby.”
The nobleman’s smile disappeared. “Set you up? I made you an offer, Kendril, but you didn’t listen to me. This is the price you have to pay for your refusal.”
Kendril’s voice lowered. “You’re the one who’s going to pay.”
He laughed again. “How delightfully entertaining. You really are quite humorous when you put your mind to it.”
The Ghostwalker’s eyes glanced over the group of white-uniformed soldiers in front of him. “Do your men know you’re a traitor, Bathsby?”
The nobleman’s face hardened. “I’m a patriot,” he spat, “and so are my men. What has been done was done for all of Llewyllan.”
“Does that include assassinating your King?”
Bathsby’s face spasmed in anger. “I will greatly enjoy seeing you die, Mr. Kendril.”
A smile spread over the Ghostwalker’s face. “Anytime.”
Bathsby reared his horse back, and lifted his sword. 
The soldiers of the Royal Guard surged forward with their weapons lowered.
A pistol appeared in Kendril’s hand. He turned and fired at the wall to his left, then threw himself towards the drawbridge. 
The bullet tore through the rope holding the portcullis, tearing off pieces of frayed strands. The knotted cord unraveled with a tearing sound. 
Kendril hit the ground, and rolled towards the drawbridge.
With a shudder and a high-pitched squeal the portcullis crashed down. It smashed into the ground just as Kendril rolled past, the iron spikes barely missing him.
The Ghostwalker leapt to his feet, and sprinted over the drawbridge into the darkness beyond. 
Several crossbow bolts flew after him from the top of the castle walls, but none found their mark. 
The Royal Guards piled up against the iron portcullis, trying in vain to lift it up. 
Bathsby gave a roar of frustration, his hands squeezing the hilt of his sword.
“Captain,” he thundered, “get that portcullis up now!”
The man turned and spread his hands in a helpless gesture. “It’s too heavy, sir. We’ll need to reattach a rope before we can winch it all the way up.”
Bathsby wheeled his horse, his face red with anger.
Kendril had already disappeared into the darkness.
 



Chapter 9
 
They were waiting on the dark street by the fountain when Kendril arrived. 
The moon gleamed brightly off the tumbling water. The Ghostwalker glanced around the town square anxiously, but there was no sign of life. 
“Everyone’s in bed,” explained Maklavir. “As we should be, too.”
Kendril scowled. “You shouldn’t have waited for me here. It’s too dangerous.”
Joseph sheathed his rapier. “Frankly, I’m astounded you’re still alive.”
He shook his head. “None of us will be for very long if we don’t get out of here. As soon as the guards at the city gates get word of what happened up at the castle they’ll close up tighter than a turtle’s shell.” Kendril walked over to Simon and gave the mule a reassuring pat. “We have to get out of here.”
“We’re leaving?” asked Maklavir in surprise.
The Ghostwalker vaulted up on Simon’s back. “We certainly can’t stay here,” he said. “Not while Bathsby is in charge. He’ll tear the city apart looking for us.”
Joseph nodded. “I agree.” He looked back up the road towards the castle. “How exactly did you manage to hold those horsemen up, anyway?”
Kendril gave a mysterious smile. “I can’t give away all my secrets, now can I?”
 
Serentha stood as the door to her bedroom opened. 
Lord Bathsby entered, followed by two Royal Guards. He gave a sweeping bow. “Your Highness.”
“What’s going on, Bathsby?” said Serentha. By now she was fully dressed. “Why have you kept me imprisoned in my own room?”
“For your own good, Your Highness,” said Lord Bathsby. “The assassins who killed your father have escaped. They are still on the loose somewhere in the city below. The Ghostwalker is leading them.”
Serentha stared at Bathsby incredulously. “Kendril? I can’t believe he would have any part in this treachery. Where is he now?”
The nobleman stepped into the room and looked out the large window. “Believe it or not, Your Highness, it is true. He and his friends escaped through the castle gate not less than an hour ago, and killed several of my men in the process.”
She turned and gripped the bedpost by her side. “You’re mistaken,” she said. Her fingers dug into the wood. “Kendril did not kill my father.”
Bathsby turned, his face impassive. “The guard who survived the attack has already testified to what he saw. Did you happen to see anything of the attack?”
The image of the cloaked Ghostwalker as he fled from her father’s room came unbidden into Serentha’s mind. For a brief, blinding moment her mind was flooded with horrible doubt. She forced it away.
“No,” she said with a shake of her head. “I didn’t see anything.”
Lord Bathsby gave a nod. “I see. I’m afraid you will have to continue to be confined to your room for the time being, Your Highness. It is for your own safety.”
Serentha’s face flushed. “That is unacceptable.” 
The nobleman took a step forward, his eyes hardening. “There is treachery afoot, Your Highness, deep treachery. We have found papers that indicate that Lord Whitmore arranged the assassination of your father.”
She released the bedpost, unable to believe what she was hearing. “Lord Whitmore? But…how? Why--?”
Bathsby laid a hand on the princess’s shoulder. “I do not know, Your Highness. I am truly sorry to be the bearer of this painful news. Please know that I will make every effort to root out these conspirators and see that justice is done.”
Serentha felt suddenly uneasy at the nobleman’s touch. “I need to speak to Lord Whitmore. I must know—”
“That is quite impossible. We do not know yet how deep this conspiracy runs, or who may be trusted. Lord Whitmore seems to be at the head of it all.”
She shook her head and turned away from him. “I won’t be trapped in here like this, Lord Bathsby.”
The nobleman backed towards the door. “For the time being,” he said in an icy tone, “I must insist that you stay in your room. If there is anything I can do for you, do not hesitate to ask one of the guards.” He backed out of the room before Serentha could respond, and shut the doors behind him. 
Bathsby turned to the two guards in the hall. “No one goes in or out of that room without my permission, do you understand?”
They both saluted sharply.
Bathsby crossed the floor. He glanced over to where some blood still stained the floor where the first guard had been killed. 
Sir Reginald was waiting for him at the top of the stairs, a smug smile on his face. “Your lordship,” he said with slight nod of his head.
Bathsby brushed by him, and started down the stairs. “The Ghostwalker?”
Sir Reginald followed after him, smoothing his shirt. “No sign of him yet. I have my men searching the city right now, but he’d be a fool to have stuck around this long.”
Bathsby cursed under his breath. He reached the landing, then turned towards the second flight of stairs. “Call a meeting tomorrow of all the noble families, as early as possible.”
Reginald made a face. “They’ll need some convincing, you know.”
Bathsby looked back over his shoulder. “Then we’ll just have to convince them, won’t we?” He stopped for a moment, pondering to himself. “Perhaps it is better in the long run for our assassins to have escaped. They pose little threat to us now, and having them still at large adds a certain urgency to the whole situation. See that the meeting is set, and after that take charge of the search personally. If there is any chance that the Ghostwalker and his friends are still in Balneth, I want them found.”
Reginald nodded once more, then hurried down the stairs to the ground floor of the palace. 
Lord Bathsby leaned against the stairway railing, and cupped his hands together.
A minor mishap here and there, he thought to himself, but overall things were going splendidly.
“He got away, didn’t he?” came a quiet voice from behind him. 
Bathsby turned to see Bronwyn moving up beside him.
“The Ghostwalker?” He curled his lip into a sneer. “He’s of no importance.”
Bronwyn clasped her hands behind her back. Her breasts rose and fell seductively under her gown. “He may be of more importance than you realize. The plan was to kill him before he had the chance to escape.”
“I know what the plan was,” Bathsby snapped. “I think that maybe you’re a little too interested in this Ghostwalker. He’s only one man.”
Bronwyn’s eyes glittered in the candlelight. “He’s a Ghostwalker,” she said. “If left to his own devices he could destroy us all.”
Bathsby laughed. “I think you give him far too much credit, my dear.”
“And what about her?” asked Bronwyn with a glance back up the stairs.
He turned to her, moving away from the railing. “I’ll take care of the princess. Don’t worry yourself about it.”
Bronwyn gave a shrill giggle. “You can’t still think she will still marry you? As long as she lives she is a threat, Bathsby. You should kill her now while you have the chance.”
The nobleman spun suddenly. He raised his arm as if to strike. 
Bronwyn cringed back against the wall.
“And you,” said Bathsby in an even tone, “should watch what you say more carefully. You forget your place.”
Bronwyn brushed a hand over her face, and tried to smile. “I meant no offense, my Lord.”
The nobleman lowered his arm. The anger died in his eyes. “See that you keep it that way,” he said icily. He turned, and walked back down the stairs.
Bronwyn pushed away from the wall, the blood returning to her face. She watched Bathsby disappear down onto the ground floor of the palace.
“Fool,” she whispered, “your own arrogance will destroy you.” She smiled. “But not me.”
 
“There,” said Joseph. He set down the bodies of two small rabbits on the ground. “Looks like those snares I set got us breakfast.”
Maklavir glanced up at the sky through the scattered trees. “More like lunch, you mean.” He shivered, and gathered his purple cape around him. “I’m so glad we’re not in the palace anymore. Life out here in the wild is much more enjoyable.”
“Yeah,” said Joseph cheerfully, missing the diplomat’s sarcasm. “I think I saw some wild onions back by the road, too. I’ll go dig some out.”
Maklavir closed his eyes, and buried his forehead against his knees. “Oh, wild onions. That makes up for everything.”
Kara glanced over from where she was sitting on a nearby rock, and gave a slight smile. She had several slender sticks in her hand, which she was carving down and sharpening with a knife. 
Joseph brushed his hands as he got up, and looked over at her curiously. “Arrows?”
She nodded, and placed one down on the ground in a little pile. “Not great, but they’ll work all right, assuming I can find some feathers along the way.” She scratched the back of her neck and smiled. “You learn a lot of tricks when you’re living in the forest. Supplies are rather hard to come by.”
Kendril came into their makeshift camp, his long rifle slung over one shoulder. He glanced down at Kara and her arrows, then up at Joseph.
“You sure you hid our tracks?”
The scout stretched his shoulders, yawning. “As well as I could, considering there were four people, three horses, and a mule.”
Kendril put down the rifle, leaning it against a nearby trunk. He gazed off into the trees. “You say that Whitmore’s army went that way?”
Joseph took out his knife and wiped it on his pant leg. “Yes, south by southeast. This road runs all the way from the South Gate of Balneth to the Dagger Hills, then on to the Shadow Mountains. If you follow it long enough it will take you all the way to the Spice Lands.”
The Ghostwalker nodded, distracted by his thoughts. He snatched up the rifle again. “I’m going after them.”
Joseph sat down on a tree stump, and picked up one of the rabbits. “After who?”
“The army.” Kendril shoved the rifle into the pack on Simon’s back, then started securing it with several straps.
Maklavir picked a small twig off his lapel, and tossed it aside. “Whatever for?”
“Because they’re walking into a trap,” said Kendril. He reached over and grabbed another pack off the ground.
Joseph hesitated, his knife ready to skin the rabbit. “Trap? What kind of trap?”
Kendril grunted as he hoisted the pack onto Simon’s back. “An ambush. I think Bathsby told the Jogarthi they were coming.”
For a moment the camp was quiet.
“Told them?” repeated Maklavir. “How?”
Kendril finished attaching the pack, and rubbed his shoulder. “A raven. I saw one in Bronwyn’s room. It had a capsule attached to its ankle that was designed for carrying messages.”
“I’ve never heard of ravens being trained to carry messages,” said Joseph.
“This wasn’t exactly an ordinary raven.”
Kara put down her knife. “I heard Bathsby and Reginald say something about this too. Sir Reginald even said he felt sorry for the men who were going.”
Maklavir scratched his goatee and leaned forward on his makeshift seat. “All right, so let’s say for a moment that the army’s going to be ambushed. You want to go running after it? Why?”
“To warn them.” Kendril looked up at the sun and squinted his eyes. “An army that size should be moving fairly slowly. I might be able to overtake them if I start now.”
“What about Serentha?” Maklavir continued. “She’s still trapped up there in that palace, you know. Are you just going to leave her behind?”
Kendril’s eyes simmered. “That army is the only chance she has. If it’s destroyed then everything is lost.”
Joseph rubbed his knuckles against his temples. “I see,” he said slowly. “Everyone in that army must be loyal to the crown.”
“And Bathsby hopes to wipe them all out in one blow,” said the Ghostwalker. “If he does, then there will be no one to oppose him. He’ll be able to rule all of Llewyllan.”
“Kendril,” said Maklavir hesitantly, “the odds of you getting to them before they’re attacked are slim at best. For all we know they’ve already been ambushed.”
“That’s a chance I’ll have to take,” said Kendril.
Joseph tapped the flat of his knife thoughtfully against his trouser leg. “Even if you found them it might be too late. You’d be killed along with the rest of them.”
“I never said it would be easy,” Kendril replied. “But it’s the only chance Jade has.”
He looked down at the ground a moment, then slapped Simon on the back. “Time’s wasting. I’m off.”
“I’m coming with you,” said Joseph firmly. “You’ll need a scout.”
Kendril gave a half-smile. “Thanks, but I don’t think it will be that hard to track three thousand men.”
Joseph threw his foot up on the stump, and shoved his knife back into its boot sheath. “I see. And you’ve been to the Dagger Hills before?”
“No.”
“Well I have, and I can tell you it’s a distinctly unfriendly place. Believe me, you’ll need me just to find drinkable water.”
 Maklavir got up, brushing off his pants. “He’s right, Kendril. We’ll need him to find the way.”
The Ghostwalker shot Maklavir an incredulous stare. “We? This isn’t your fight, Maklavir.”
“It isn’t yours, either,” the diplomat replied evenly. “It isn’t any of ours, actually. I promised Serentha back at the Outpost to help her anyway I could, and I certainly don’t intend to back out now.”
Kara scraped her knife down one of her arrows-to-be, and looked down its length. “If you ask me, you’re all crazy.”
Kendril pulled out his rifle and checked the flint. “No one asked you.”
The beautiful young thief cut at the stick some more. “You’ll all be killed, you know. If you’re smart you’ll head for the hills now, and hide out there until this whole thing blows over.”
“And what about you, Kara?” Joseph asked quietly. “Where are you going to go from here?”
She threw the arrow down onto the pile beside her. “I don’t have anywhere to go,” she said matter-of-factly. “My brother is dead. He was the last real family I had. Everyone else I know is either dead too or rotting in a Llewyllian prison.” She clenched her hands. “Where would I go?”
“Come with us,” said Kendril. 
Joseph looked over at the Ghostwalker in surprise.
Kara gave Kendril a startled glance as well, but quickly shook her head. “I…can’t.” Her voice hardened. “There are still some things here I need to see to.”
The Ghostwalker slung his rifle back on his shoulder. “Avenging your brother? You want to get back at Sir Reginald?”
She was silent a moment, staring at Kendril. “Yes,” she said finally.
“Then come with us,” he said again. “You can’t touch Sir Reginald right now. Even if you could, you’d never escape with your life. The best chance you have to destroy him is to help us stop this ambush. If Bathsby falls, then so will Sir Reginald.” He shrugged. “Either way, it’s your choice.” He turned back to his mule, and tightened the last few straps.
“Kara,” said Joseph in a quiet voice, “you don’t have to let this rule your life. You’re a free woman now. You can start over again, maybe in Calbraith, or Merewith. I’m sure that—”
The thief looked over at him sharply, cutting him off. “I’m sorry, Joseph. I won’t let Sir Reginald get away with what he has done. He has to pay, and I’m going to make sure he does. I’m coming with you.” She looked over at Kendril and Maklavir. “All of you.”
A sudden sadness came into Joseph’s eyes, but he said nothing.
“Right then,” said Kendril briskly. “Let’s get going.”
 



Chapter 10
 
The road south twisted and turned for miles, the trees becoming scarcer and the ground more uneven as they went. Rocks of all sizes began to dot the landscape, breaking across the surface of the land in all directions. By late afternoon the trees had all but disappeared, save for a twisted stump here or there. To the south the white-capped Shadow Mountains were quickly wreathed in dark clouds, and thunder rumbled in the far distance. The air turned cold, and a steady breeze whipped across their path as the four travelers continued relentlessly on.
The Dagger Hills proved to be a desolate, barren environment. The ground rose into steep hills and fell again into sharp valleys, covered with moss-covered rocks and long grass. Occasionally a lone eagle could be seen circling in the sky far above, its lonely cry echoing over the broken landscape.
Around mid-afternoon Joseph came hurrying back from the other side of a nearby hill, the wind buffeting his greatcoat as he rode.
“Something wrong?” asked Kendril as the breathless scout came up to them.
Joseph nodded. Sweat steamed from his mount. “I’ll say. You guys might want to take a look at this.”
They rode quickly to the top of the hill, shocked into silence by the sight before them.
It was a small settlement. Or had been, at one time. The stockade wall that had surrounded it was thrown down in several places, scorched with fire and hacked into pieces. The few buildings that had stood inside were nothing more than a pile of ashes, tossed about by the steady wind that cut over the rocky ground. Here and there a broken weapon lay on the ground, but there were no signs of life.
“Looks like the army stopped here last night,” said Joseph. “They buried most of the dead in graves on the eastern side, over there.” He pointed towards the base of a small hill.
Maklavir looked slightly ill. “Who would do something like this?”
“The Jogarthi,” said Kendril in a low voice. “I doubt they left any survivors.”
They rode silently down into the midst of the ruined buildings, staring at the wreckage all around. Several carrion birds croaked loudly at their approach, scattering into the air as they came near. 
Towards the far edge of the town several pointed stakes about six feet high had been jammed into the ground. They were covered with dried blood, flies swarming over their surface. In front of them was a smaller stake. A bird’s skull was stuck on its top. 
Maklavir shuddered in horror. His face was almost green. “What in Eru’s name is this?”
Kendril pulled Simon to a stop. His eyes darted over the stakes in front of him. “Human sacrifices,” he said calmly. “The survivors of the Jogarthi raid were most likely tortured, then impaled here and left to die.”
Maklavir looked as if he was going to be sick. Kara and Joseph both looked over in surprise at the Ghostwalker.
“I thought you said you’d never been to the Dagger Hills,” Joseph said.
Simon snorted and backed up a step or two at the smell of the blood. Kendril gave him a reassuring pat. “I haven’t.” He pointed towards the small bird skull. “You see that? It’s a raven skull. These people were sacrificed to Trelnaru, the pagan god of storms and thunder. The raven is his sign.”
Joseph looked at him curiously. “You know a lot about pagan religions?”
“I’ve seen this before.” Kendril rode up to the bird skull. He looked down at it impassively. “The Jogarthi aren’t the only barbarians who worship Trelnaru.”
Joseph and Kara said nothing. Maklavir looked away, still trying to keep his stomach from turning.
Kendril gave the stake a couple of hard kicks, and it toppled over.
Without another word, the four travelers rode soberly off, the wind howling forlornly behind them.
 
They didn’t stop, even as the sun began to set in the far west and the shadows grew longer around them. 
Joseph led the way, riding ahead of the others to scout the ground. Kendril kept his long rifle out and in his hands, his eyes constantly watching the dark hills and vales around them. Maklavir was uncharacteristically silent after seeing the ruin of the settlement, his purple cape wrapped around him for warmth. Kara came last of all, her fiery red hair tucked back into the raised hood of her cloak.
The sunlight soon vanished completely and night fell over the shrouded hills. Without ever speaking, they continued to travel despite the darkness, the urgency of the situation weighing heavily on each of them. Even Maklavir offered no protest, riding quietly on the back of his great white charger. The skies above were covered with dark, brooding clouds, but Joseph continued to lead them on, his keen eyes picking out the trail ahead despite the lack of light. 
The night closed in on them from all sides, like the maws of some monstrous creature. An unspoken dread filled them all, and even Kendril gripped his rifle a little more than normal. As they blundered on through the inky blackness they could hear the wailing cry of wolves far in the distance, calling to each other like lost souls in the night. Aside from that the only sound was the clop of hooves and the unearthly screech of the wind over the rocks. Around midnight a light drizzle began, and the wind became a little colder than before.
It was still a few hours before dawn when the dark shape of Joseph came wearily out of the darkness. They were all exhausted, and gratefully stopped as the scout came riding up. Their hearts lifted, however, when they heard him speak.
“I’ve found them,” came his voice through the darkness. “The whole army’s encamped in a valley not half a mile from here.”
Kendril rubbed his burning eyes. “You sure it’s not the Jogarthi?”
Joseph gave a half-smile. “Please. Give an old pathfinder a little more credit than that. I saw some of the pickets myself. Trust me, they’re Whitmore’s men.”
“Thank Eru,” breathed Maklavir from behind them. “They’re still alive, at least.”
“For now,” said Kendril sharply. “Let’s get going. And no one make any sudden moves. We don’t want them shooting us by mistake in the dark.”
They trotted down the long winding ravine, seeing the light of several bonfires pop into view below. 
Kendril snorted angrily. “What in Zanthora are they thinking? Camping in a valley? They might as well invite the Jogarthi to attack.”
 Joseph looked up to the right, and scanned the hilltop above. “They must not be too worried.”
“A fool is never worried until it’s too late,” Kendril said under his breath.
 
They passed forward between the rows of tents, under the watchful guard of half a dozen soldiers. The rain continued to fall in a steadily increasing pattern, dripping off the sides of the tents and hissing as it struck the stones of the campfires. In the valley the campsite was more protected from the howling wind, but the sentries they passed were still wrapped in their cloaks, holding their halberds with gloved hands. 
Kara glanced nervously around them as they passed through the encampment, her hand flinching uneasily towards the bow attached to her saddle.
Joseph looked over at her with a smile. “Wishing you hadn’t come?” he whispered.
She frowned. “When you’re a wanted bandit walking into a camp full of soldiers is just tempting fate. I should have stayed out of the camp.”
“The Dagger Hills are no place to spend the night alone,” Joseph returned in a knowing tone. “I won’t let anything happen to you. If anyone asks I’ll just tell them you’re…my sister.”
Kara gave the scout a sardonic smile, but said nothing.
They stopped in front of a large tent. The peacock banners of Llewyllan flapped in the breeze. 
The guards outside the tent stepped forward, eying the newcomers suspiciously.
“These travelers have news for Lord Whitmore,” said the soldier who accompanied them. “They request an audience.”
One of the guards looked Kendril up and down, and scowled. “General Whitmore is asleep. What is the nature of your news?”
“A matter of utmost importance for the future of Llewyllan,” said Kendril without moving, “and one I must speak to Lord Whitmore about alone.”
The guard bristled at the Ghostwalker’s words. His voice turned cold. “I will talk to the general in the morning, and see if he will grant an audience. You can wait until then.”
“I cannot,” said Kendril severely, “and neither can you. The life of every man in this camp is in danger, and will be until I speak to your commander. Now for Eru’s sake, let me pass.”
The guard hesitated a moment, his eyes sparking angrily, but he finally turned to the second guard and nodded. The man disappeared into the tent.
“One of you may enter,” the guard said. “The others must wait out here.”
“I’ll go,” said Kendril. He hoisted himself off Simon’s back. 
The guard nodded, and waved him into the tent.
The other three remained outside the tent, the guards watching them carefully. 
Maklavir shook his head, the feather in his cap ruffling in the breeze. “A fine mess indeed,” he muttered to himself.
 
Lord Whitmore brushed the sleep from his eyes, and quickly tied his robe about him. He gaped as the dark figure of the Ghostwalker entered the command tent. 
“Kendril?” he said, his voice filled with confusion. “What in the Halls of Pelos are you doing here? Is something wrong?”
Kendril lowered his hood, his eyes red from lack of sleep. “King Nathan is dead,” he said bluntly.
The color drained from Lord Whitmore’s face. “What?” he whispered.
“He was assassinated,” Kendril continued, his face a stone mask. “Bathsby is in control of Balneth. He has Serentha trapped in the palace.”
Whitmore stared wide-eyed at the Ghostwalker, then sank into a nearby chair, shaking his head. “What? That can’t--”
Kendril stepped forward. His shadow stretched forth in the flickering candlelight. “It gets worse. I think Lord Bathsby is in communication with the Jogarthi. He’s set a trap for you and all your men. He wants the throne of Llewyllan for himself.”
Lord Whitmore had been rubbing his forehead, struggling to come to grips with what Kendril was saying, but now he sprang up out of the chair, his face turning red. 
“How dare you! Lord Bathsby has always been a faithful servant of the crown and my friend. I cannot possibly believe what you say to be true.”
Kendril clenched his fists angrily, but kept his voice under control. “Whether you believe me or not is irrelevant,” he said. “Bathsby has betrayed you. If you don’t act fast then you and every man in this camp are doomed.”
The nobleman’s face tightened in rage. “You lie!” he spat. “Guards!” he shouted. 
Two men appeared immediately at the tent entrance, their hands on their weapons.
“Who put you in command of these men?” Kendril said quickly, ignoring the guards behind him. “Bathsby? What about the regiments? Did he pick those, too?”
The slightest flicker of doubt crossed Whitmore’s face, but only for a moment. “I will not hear this! What you are proposing is ludicrous. Bathsby is no traitor.”
“This valley is a death trap,” continued Kendril relentlessly. “I’ll bet your forward scouts have already reported sighting Jogarthi nearby, haven’t they? Just scattered groups here and there, nothing that they or you are concerned about yet. There are more of them out there than you know, Whitmore, and they’re planning to attack this camp and kill everyone in it.”
“Enough!” thundered Whitmore. His hands balled into fists. He stepped closer, his face just a foot from Kendril’s. “You think I don’t know your type, Ghostwalker? You cultists spread fear, paranoia, and death wherever you go. I don’t know what your purpose is in this deception, but I will not listen to your lies.”
Kendril’s eyes simmered. “Who planned your route?”
Lord Whitmore stopped cold, turning back around. “What did you say?”
“Your route,” Kendril repeated, “Who planned it for you?” He didn’t wait for the reply. “Bathsby did, didn’t he? He suggested the path you should take through these hills, and where you should encamp each night? Tell me I’m wrong.”
The nobleman was silent a moment.
“Sir?” said one of the guards hesitantly, his hand still on his weapon.
“Sergeant,” said Lord Whitmore after a long pause, “I want the regiments formed up, on the double.”
The guard stood at attention. “Should I blow reveille, sir?”
“If you do before dawn,” said Kendril, “the Jogarthi will know you’re on to them. Every barbarian within a mile will be on this camp quicker than you can blink.”
Lord Whitmore glared at Kendril, but nodded to the guard. “No trumpet, Sergeant. Send men around tent to tent.”
“Yes, sir.” The guard saluted, then left the tent quickly. 
“Dawn is just an hour or so away,” said Kendril quickly. “There’s a good chance the Jogarthi might attack then.”
Lord Whitmore lifted a finger. “Don’t mistake me, Ghostwalker. I don’t know if I believe your story or not.” He turned, and gestured to a nearby servant to bring him his clothes. “So I intend to see for myself.”
 
The sky in the east began to turn the softest of grays as the camp bustled into action. 
Men grabbed their pikes, strapping on breastplates in the cold morning air. Regimental flags were hoisted as the troops quickly assembled into lines. There was little cavalry, but the troopers that there were quickly loaded and checked their pistols, slapped their rapiers to their sides and formed up into squadrons. 
Lord Whitmore himself came out of his tent in full battle dress, long buffed greaves on his legs and an armored breastplate on his chest. On the surface of the fine Balneth steel breastplate was etched the image of a peacock surrounded on all sides by a long rose-covered vine. An open-faced helmet covered his head, though his long golden hair wisped out from underneath the back. He mounted his horse, and rode across the camp towards the small company of Royal Guards that awaited him. 
Kendril watched the nobleman go, frowning as he sat on top of Simon.
“Things seem to be going splendidly,” remarked Maklavir brightly. “The whole camp is forming up.”
The Ghostwalker shook his head. “Forming up won’t be enough.” He glanced over at the eastern sky, which was paling with the rising sun. “We have to get out of this valley.”
Kara rode up beside them, keeping her hood pulled low over her face. “Why?”
In the distance there was a brief flash of lightning and a rumble of thunder echoed over the low hills. A few drops scattered to the ground as the steady patter of rain started up again.
Kendril motioned to the bustling camp. “The terrain here is too uneven. The slopes are too steep, and there are too many rocks. There’s no way that three regiments could keep formation here, especially under attack.” He glanced up at the hills on either side, their dark forms stretching up towards the bluish-black sky. “If Lord Whitmore doesn’t take the high ground quickly, this camp will be the scene of a massacre.”
Maklavir glanced over as several soldiers ran past, matchlock muskets slung over their shoulders. “Shouldn’t you tell Lord Whitmore, then?”
“I already tried,” Kendril said blithely. “He’s not listening to me anymore.”
 
 
The captain of the Royal Guards saluted Lord Whitmore as he rode up. Rain dripped down the side of his helmet. “The Royal Guard awaits your command, General.”
Lord Whitmore adjusted one of the straps on his breastplate, and looked over the fifty men on horseback before him. 
A sudden creeping doubt entered his mind once again as he remembered Bathsby’s conversation with him the previous day. For a company of Royal Guard to accompany a small force on a mission of simple pacification was highly unusual, to say the least. Bathsby had said that he had sent the Guards along for their own good, but could there be another, more sinister motive…?
He shook off the thought. First things first. He had to see if the Ghostwalker’s tale was accurate, or if there was some darker design at work. 
Whitmore glanced behind him. The camp was moving quickly into motion. The campfires were being dashed out right and left. Spurts of steam and smoke rose in the falling rain. 
In the growing morning light he could see the Dragon banner of Colonel Fielding’s regiment flapping in the wind, surrounded by the half-armored pikemen and musketeers and crossbowmen in their bright scarlet uniforms. 
Behind them and a bit to the right Mulcher’s regiment was forming up, though it had little room to deploy on the sloping valleyside. Between both these regiments on the far side of the camp was Whitmore’s own regiment, hastily being formed by his second-in-command, Lieutenant Colonel Lasinger. Just like Mulcher’s regiment, the men were struggling to maintain a coherent organization amongst the wet boulders and uneven ground.
Whitmore looked back over the men in front of him, his stomach tightening. He suddenly wished that Lord Bathsby were here. It was one thing to take orders, but quite another thing to give them.
There was another rumble of thunder as he looked down the valley before them. The crest of a tall hill loomed about half a mile to the right, just visible beyond the end of the ravine.
Whitmore wiped the rain from the brim of his helmet, and turned towards the captain. “Let’s make for that hill, Captain. I want a look around.”
 
Kendril watched in silence as Lord Whitmore and the Royal Guard company began to ride towards the large hill in the distance. 
Raindrops pelted the ground and tents around him in an ever-increasing tempo as the brooding clouds overhead moved closer. Wind rippled through the tall grass, whistling sharply as it tore around the edges of nearby boulders. 
“We have to do something,” said Joseph. 
Kendril said nothing. His dark eyes were on the distant figure of Lord Whitmore.
Joseph turned his horse around. His greatcoat was soaked with rain. “Kendril?” 
There was another flash of lightning, followed seconds later by a roar of thunder that boomed across the breadth of the camp. 
Around them the Llewyllian soldiers continued to struggle into position. The shouting voices of sergeants rose above the rattle of weaponry and the sloshing of feet in the mud. 
Through the driving rain Lord Whitmore and the Royal Guard entered the narrow nape of the valley, moving into a column formation. 
Kendril sat on his mule as if paralyzed, his eyes following the group of men.
And then, all at the same time, they heard it. A low, wailing noise rose above the sound of the wind and rain. It had an eerie tinge to it that sent chills up their backs, as if the spirits of the dead were crying out together all at once.
 Lord Whitmore and the Royal Guards halted, looking around them in confusion. 
“What in Eru’s name is that?” said Maklavir, looking around nervously at the hills to either side. 
The wailing noise increased, joined by a steady drumbeat that seemed to echo off every rock and ravine in the valley. A chanting in some horrible language filled the air, harsh and unfamiliar to their ears. 
The troops standing idly in formation tensed, gripping their weapons and scanning the hilltops above them with sudden fear.
And then, like ghosts from out of the ground, a line of armed men appeared on the top of the valley first to the right, and then to the left. They chanted incessantly, their drummers beating a staccato beat as they marched forward. 
Above their heads, against the early light of the dawn sky, flew the tattered banner of a raven, its black fabric glistening in the pounding rain. The pale gleam of morning glinted off huge double-handed swords, battle-axes, and spears too numerous to count.
There had to be thousands of them. All with blood in their eyes, and all of them raving for battle.
“Now we die,” said Kendril.
 



Chapter 11
 
Kara galloped up, her bow in her hand. A full quiver of arrows that she had managed to acquire somewhere in the camp jangled across her back. She pulled her horse to a stop, her hood up against the rain. 
“We’re trapped!” she shouted to Joseph and Maklavir. There was a sudden flash of lightning, followed by a crashing of thunder that caused the horses to jump with fright. Kara struggled to control her mount. “They’re on both sides of the valley.”
Maklavir drew his sword with shaking hands and mumbled a hurried prayer under his breath. 
The soldiers jostled and turned, the fear showing on their faces. Sergeants and lieutenants shouted out orders, beating men back into line. A line of pikes came up within each of the regiments, clacking and bristling as the wooden stocks collided with each other. 
Like fireflies dozens of matchcords flickered in the falling rain as musketeers attempted to light their weapons. Cursing was heard up and down the line as cords sputtered and went out, doused by the wind and falling water. Hundreds of crossbows were bent back and locked into position, their strings humming as they were stretched into place.
The wailing began again, howling over the darkened valley and the struggling regiments. 
Maklavir’s face went white as a ghost. “What is that exactly?” he stammered.
“Bagpipes,” said Kendril. His face didn’t turn. “They’re trying to unnerve us.”
Kara strung her bow. “Then they’re doing a good job.”
Joseph turned his head away from the Llewyllian regiments, and looked over at the Ghostwalker beside him. “They’ll all be killed, Kendril!”
He didn’t move, his eyes staring straight ahead from underneath his black hood.
Without warning, Joseph reached over, and slapped the Ghostwalker hard across the face. 
Kendril jumped, and wrenched his head around in anger.
“I didn’t come out here to die, Kendril,” Joseph roared. He grabbed the Ghostwalker by the lapel of his cloak. “And neither did you. You know what to do here. I know you do. Now stop moping in self-pity or whatever it is that you’re doing, and do something!”
Kendril’s eyes blazed. His cheek stung red where Joseph struck him. “Lord Whitmore’s in command here,” he shot back. “Not me. I—”
There was another loud wailing noise that echoed over the valley, followed by the thunderous noise of drums. From the line of barbarians several women came forth, wearing animal skins and deer antlers on their heads. They began cutting themselves with knifes and sharp flints, screeching obscenities to the skies above. There was another burst of nearly simultaneous thunder and lightning.
“Lord Whitmore doesn’t know what he’s doing,” shouted Joseph. “You do. Now do something or we’re all going to die!”
Kendril’s face twisted in fury for a moment. He opened his mouth to respond.
Before he could Lord Whitmore’s regiment, alone on the far side of the encampment, collapsed.
The soldiers, already struggling to form into lines, and unnerved by the screeching mob on the valley rim above them, began to disintegrate. Pikes were tossed to the ground as men began to scatter, tearing off their buff coats and breastplates. Some ran screaming, covering their ears with their hands. 
Lasinger rode up and down the crumbling line, waving his sword and shouting at the men to stand their ground. 
Above them on the valley crest the barbarian line gave a terrifying shout, then surged forward, their warriors gibbering for blood. 
Lord Whitmore’s regimental banner toppled, then fell to the grass, trampled in the mud by the fleeing men. On the other side of the valley crest the barbarians gave their kinsmen an answering shout. With a blare of bagpipes and rolling of drums they attacked as well, hurtling down the steep slope toward the other two regiments in the valley below.
Joseph stared, his mouth open. 
In the space of a heartbeat something seemed to snap in Kendril’s eyes. “If that regiment breaks the others will be caught in the rear. Let’s move!” He spun, and kicked Simon into an unsteady gallop.
Startled by the sudden change in their companion, Joseph, Kara, and Maklavir obeyed, lunging their horses into action.
 
Lord Whitmore had just enough time to draw his rapier before the barbarians attacked, crashing down into the narrow ravine where he was. 
The Royal Guards reacted instantly, pulling out pistols and drawing rapiers with a fierce battle cry. Their horses reared in confusion, pawing the air as the barbarians surged forward with bagpipes droning. 
A few arrows whistled through the air, and next to Lord Whitmore’s side a rider fell with a shaft protruding from his chest. The man’s horse cantered off, riderless.
A sudden panic seized Whitmore and spread through his body until he couldn’t move. 
Around him came the screams and cries of dying men. Pistol shots began to crack off in rapid succession. 
The Jogarthi swept in amongst the horses, slashing and pulling at the riders while howling curses in their dark tongue. 
The Royal Guards fought back furiously, slashing and hacking down at the enemy with the edges of their rapiers. 
Whitmore watched it all, his body frozen. 
Kendril had been right, he realized with a horrific thrill.
They were all going to die.
 
Simon lurched to a stop, and brayed irritably as Kendril whipped out his sword, holding it aloft. He tore back his hood, rain spattering against his raised arm and head. 
Kara came up beside him, her bow out and ready.
In front of them was the remains of Lord Whitmore’s regiment, broken and fleeing through the tents of the camp. Behind the scattered soldiers the barbarians were streaming down the hill, waving battle-axes and double-handed swords as they came. 
On the top of the valley crest the barbarian women continued to scream supplications to the skies above as the howling mass descended onto the camp below.
Kendril charged forward. He grabbed a fleeing man by the shoulder and wrenched him around. 
The sputtering soldier lashed the Ghostwalker’s arm away. “Let me go!” he screamed. He stumbled in the mud. 
Kendril punched the man hard in the face and knocked him to the ground. He whirled, then snatched another man and yanked him back. “Form a line!” he yelled, pushing him back. “Now!” 
Kara and Maklavir rode up. 
They stared at the Ghostwalker in amazement. Rain and mud spattered his face, but there was a look of fire in his eyes.
Kendril stopped another man, and pushed him back. “If you run you’ll die,” he roared. “Your only chance is to form a line! Now move!” He turned to Joseph, whose rapier was already in his hand. “Joseph, get these men in a line. Crossbows in front, pikes behind.” He spun and galloped back down through the mud and tents, then stopped in front of two other men. He pointed his sword back towards an abandoned cannon chassis a few yards away.
“You two! Get that gun turned around! Maklavir, give them a hand! I want it firing in two minutes. Go!”
He swiped his sword down, and raced back a few yards. He swatted two more men with the flat of his blade, knocking them back towards the fighting.
A line began to form as Joseph stopped men and threw them back into place. 
Two sergeants quickly recovered their nerves, and began barking orders at the fleeing men, smacking them back into place as well.
Kendril rode back and forth like a man possessed, shouting orders and giving words of encouragement to the bedraggled men. 
Not more than a hundred yards in front of them, the barbarians were hacking at the last remnants of Lord Whitmore’s regiment, screaming as they tore down the few men who still stood their ground. 
Sir Lasinger’s riderless horse galloped by, but there was no other sign of the regiment’s commander. 
The Jogarthi warriors began to flood into the camp area, pillaging tents and supply wagons as they went. 
Kendril stopped his mule right in front of the makeshift line of soldiers. His clothes were absolutely soaked from the downpour.
“Prepare volley fire!” he ordered. His voice boomed out across the line.
Kara wiped the rain from her eyes, and watched with awe as the haphazard formation of men, who had been fleeing in terror just moments before, obeyed. 
Some of the soldiers that still had crossbows and matchlock muskets knelt in the front of the line, trying to shield their lit matchcords and bow strings from the relentless rain. 
Thunder crashed overhead as Kendril rode along the front, his sword lifted high in the air. 
From behind the line Joseph was riding fast, helping soldiers bring up pikes to the soldiers that had lost theirs during the rout. 
On the far left Maklavir was shouting orders to four men who were man-handling the cannon around, pointing its muzzle towards the approaching enemy.
Kara glanced behind her, and looked across the tent-strewn valley towards the swirling masses of men on the other side. 
Both Mulcher and Fielding’s regiments were fighting hard against the barbarians, crossbows singing out and pikes jabbing forward as the Jogarthi desperately hacked away at the hedged wall of steel that confronted them. Gunfire exploded sporadically from the squares, and barbarians fell right and left. 
There were never enough killed, however. Three more barbarians took the place of each one that fell, waving their weapons and screaming curses at the soldiers before them. 
Kara turned her head back to the front. She readied her bow to fire. 
The barbarians were a shrieking mass, pillaging and plundering their way through the camp as they came. Some tents caught fire, the flames quickly spreading despite the pouring rain. 
A massive man, his body wrapped in a red and green tartan and his face covered with blue war paint, jumped on top of an overturned crate. With a shout he lifted a gigantic war club and urged his men forwards. His arms and chest were covered with strange tattoos, some carved in the representation of spiral shapes and dizzying swirls. His bellowing voice carried across the tents. 
The pillaging barbarians began to turn, forgetting the plunder for a moment as they began to notice Kendril’s ragged line forming in front of them. 
Joseph came galloping up beside Kara as the barbarian chieftain continued to shout above the din of battle.
“There’s too many of them!” the scout said before his horse had even stopped. “We can’t hold this line if—”
A single rifle shot cracked out over the valley, its sharp cry audible for a moment above everything else. 
The chieftain standing on the crate stumbled, then toppled back onto the muddy ground. 
The Jogarthi warriors paused, a sudden uncertainty rippling through their ranks.
Kendril lowered his smoking rifle, and drew his sword again. “Ready!” he shouted.
The line of crossbowmen and musketeers took a half step forward, holding their weapons in their hands. 
Several Jogarthi tribesmen leapt in front of their men, urging the others forward. They seemed to recover themselves, and charged forward once again with a yell.
“Aim!” Kendril’s words were almost lost in the deafening Jogarthi war cry. 
The musketeers and crossbowmen brought their weapons up to their cheeks, and aimed at the quickly approaching enemy.
Kendril held his sword in the air for what seemed an eternity, rain dripping from the hilt. 
The Jogarthi surged so close that Kara could see them clearly for the first time. Many were tall, half naked and covered with war paint. Tartans of different clans were sprinkled throughout their ranks, and many different banners waved in the wind. Some had wicker or wooden shields decorated with more spirals or the symbol of the raven, while others carried no shields at all. Almost none wore armor of any kind, and they carried every possible variety of sword, axe, and spear imaginable. 
They advanced so close that Kara could see the colored tassels hanging from their belts. 
Kendril’s sword swept down. “Fire!”
The line exploded with a shaking barrage of gun and crossbow fire.
The front mass of advancing Jogarthi was literally swept away as bullets and crossbow bolts tore into unprotected flesh and bone. 
A second later the cannon thundered. The ball cut through rank after rank of barbarians, and left dozens dead in its wake. 
The second line of Jogarthi warriors stumbled over the first, many tripping into the mud and becoming trampled by the surge behind them. 
Kara fired as well. Her bow sang out as the arrows disappeared into the mass of Jogarthi in front of her. The barbarians were so tightly packed that it was almost impossible to miss.
The impact of the first volley had been shattering. Many of the tribal chieftains who had been leading the charge now lay dead with everyone else in the first line. 
The Jogarthi seemed to collectively pause, as if unsure whether to continue on or run. The warriors in the rear continued to push their companions in front forward, and the teeming mass began to sweep towards the Llewyllian line once more.
“Reverse ranks! Charge pikes!” Kendril shouted. 
The command was echoed up and down the line. 
Kara watched in astonishment as the soldiers, most of who still did not know who this Ghostwalker giving the commands was, obeyed.
 The line of crossbowmen and musketeers retreated back behind the pikemen, who stepped forward and lowered their pikes in one solid mass, creating a hedge of steel points.
Kendril lifted his sword again. The blade flashed dully in the gray light of the morning dawn.
“Advance!” 
With a roar the Llewyllian line swept forward, thrusting their pikes into an enemy that outnumbered them at least three times over. 
Kendril led the charge, and crashed into the Jogarthi line just ahead of the pikemen. His sword rose and fell in countless blows until the blade ran red with blood.
Joseph kicked his horse forward, shouting and holding his rapier high as he raced into the thick of the fighting. 
Kara continued shooting until all her arrows were gone, her fingers numb from the repeated action of firing. 
Over by the cannon Maklavir raised his cap in the air, tossing it back and forth as he cheered the men on.
And then, the unbelievable happened.
The Jogarthi broke.
Slowly at first, and then all at once the barbarians began to flee back through the camp, throwing down their weapons and trampling their own standards. 
With a roar the Llewyllians pursued after them, losing all semblance of cohesion as they stabbed, slashed, and shot into the fleeing horde. 
The barbarians tumbled back through the tents, and tried to race back up the steep incline of the valley side. Most of them never made it.
Joseph rode through the swirling battle, dodging shouting soldiers who were cutting down barbarians right and left. He saw a black shape through the rain ahead, and galloped over. 
Kendril was still on Simon, his face splattered with mud and blood. One of his swords was in his hand, and he was bringing it down on top of a wounded Jogarthi warrior just as Joseph came up. 
The Ghostwalker jerked his mule to the side, and slashed out at another fleeing barbarian. The man stumbled, crying out a plea in his native tongue and throwing up his hands to show he was unarmed.
A snarl of rage on his face, Kendril brought his sword down again and split the man’s head open.
Horrified, Joseph galloped forward, and grabbed Kendril’s arm just as he was about to strike at another fleeing Jogarthi.
“Kendril!” he shouted over the screams and clanging of metal all around them. “Kendril!”
The Ghostwalker turned, and for a moment Joseph was shocked by the look on his face.
 Kendril’s features were twisted in a mask of bestial fury, the mud and rain mixing with the blood on his forehead and cheeks. He blinked, then slowly lowered his sword. 
Joseph let go of his arm.
The Ghostwalker wiped his sleeve across his face, and glanced towards the far side of the valley. Both Mulcher’s and Fielding’s regiments had managed to hold against the combined barbarian onslaughts, but the Jogarthi were reforming on the other side of the valley, howling curses down toward the soldiers below.
Kendril turned his head, and looked up the valley slope before them. It was covered with fleeing groups of barbarians. He pointed towards the crest.
“We need to take the high ground before the Jogarthi reform. Get someone over to the other two regiments and tell them to join us there.”
“I’ll go myself,” said Joseph. He gave Kendril a probing look. “Are you all right?”
“Fine,” the Ghostwalker said. “Now move it. We only have a few minutes before the Jogarthi attack again.”
Joseph paused for a moment, looking as if he was going to say something else, but then he turned and galloped off through the pillaged camp.
Kendril arched his neck back, feeling the cold rain on his face. 
Simon snorted unhappily, his eyes wide from all the carnage around them. Bodies littered the ground, most of them Jogarthi. 
Some of the surviving Llewyllian officers were trying to rally the men, getting them back into some semblance of order after the hectic pursuit.
The rain began to slow to a steady drizzle, plunking in the puddles that now covered the ground. 
Kendril turned his head slowly to his right, gazing down the long ravine that led out of the valley. A sudden mist hung over the area, covering it from sight. That had been the last direction that Lord Whitmore and the Royal Guards had gone, before the attack had begun. 
Looking round him once more, Kendril noticed that the other two Llewyllian regiments were throwing out skirmishers to hold off the barbarians, and were retreating slowly across the valley floor towards the opposite side.
They might just make it.
Simon gave another snort, and nervously pawed at the ground. 
Kendril wiped the blood off his sword, then sheathed it.
Morning had come, and they were still alive.
 
The discipline of the Llewyllian regiments held firm. 
Mulcher and Fielding’s regiments marched across the ruins of the camp, heading for the side of the valley that was now clear of barbarians. A thin line of skirmishers fought a running battle against the Jogarthi, battling amongst the burning tents and overturned supply carts to cover the retreat of the army. In less than an hour both regiments had gained the high ground of the valley crest, leaving the Jogarthi to plunder and burn the remains of the camp below. 
The soldiers dug into defensive positions along the edge of the valley, ready to repel any other attack by the Jogarthi. There was no need, however. With half of their number put to flight, the remaining Jogarthi were content to plunder and loot the abandoned camp, and made no effort to attack the Llewyllian positions up on the crest of the valley. 
Soon the Llewyllians got some cannons into place, and a few well-placed shots convinced the Jogarthi to abandon their quest for plunder. They retreated to the opposite side of the valley, shaking their fists and cursing at the gunners who continued to fire at them.
The casualties had been heavy. Many Llewyllians had fallen in the first wave of barbarian attacks, but the worst looked like it was over. Even the rain gradually ceased as the morning lengthened, the dark clouds blowing off to the north and west.
Joseph found Kara near the edge of the valley, sitting quietly with her back against a boulder. He dismounted and walked up to her. 
“Are you all right?”
She nodded briefly, watching the tents burn in the valley below. Smoke rose into the air, mixing with the dark clouds above. She looked up at the grizzled scout.
“So what happens now?”
He shrugged, looking out towards the other side of the valley. “I don’t know. I doubt the Jogarthi will attack again. They took quite a beating.”
Kara glanced down the line of tired Llewyllian soldiers to their right. “So did we.” She collapsed back against the rock again.
“Here you are!” came a cheerful voice from behind them. Maklavir rode up on Veritas, a smile on his face. “I can’t tell you how happy I am to see both of you alive and well.” He stopped, looking out over the valley. “I have to say I didn’t think I was going to see the sunrise this morning.”
Joseph leaned back against the boulder as well. He felt suddenly tired. “I don’t think any of us thought we would.”
Maklavir rested his arms on the pommel of his saddle, and patted Veritas gently on the neck. “Well after today I certainly have enough nightmares to last me a lifetime. At least it seems to be over for now.”
Joseph suddenly straightened, and looked around him. “Where’s Kendril?” 
 
Simon trudged wearily into the valley, his ears drooping slightly. 
A rock clattered loose under his hooves, and skittered down into a larger pile on the stone-covered ground. 
Kendril kept one hand on the pistol in his belt, his eyes darting around watchfully.
 The carnage here had been horrendous. 
Bodies lay all about, sprawled around the ground in their death throes. Everywhere were the bloodstained uniforms of the Royal Guards, surrounded by piles of Jogarthi warriors. Horses lay dead on the ground as well, their sightless eyes peering up towards the sky above. Crows picked mercilessly at the bodies of the dead, screeching angrily as Kendril approached.
There were no survivors. His suspicions confirmed, the Ghostwalker turned to go.
There was a sudden clatter of rocks to the right. A moan so quiet it was almost inaudible came from a pile of bodies on a small rise of ground. 
Kendril turned, lowered his hood and pulled out his pistol. He got down off Simon, and walked cautiously toward the sound.
There was another long moan, and a hand reached out from under the pile, blackened with blood and gunpowder. 
Kendril stared, unable at first to recognize who he was looking at.
It was Lord Whitmore. 
The nobleman looked half-dead, his face and long hair smeared with dirt. His breastplate was dented in several places, and his helmet was missing entirely. His entire side and left arm were darkened with blood, while his legs were trapped under the body of his dead horse. He moved again, sending another few rocks scattering.
“Kendril,” he rasped. He reached out his wounded arm towards the Ghostwalker. “Help me--”
Kendril stood for a moment, his hand tensed on the handle of his pistol. In the distance he heard a Jogarthi war horn blow. They would be here soon, he knew, to strip and mutilate the dead.
“Kendril—” Lord Whitmore tried to raise himself up, then collapsed back unconscious. 
The Ghostwalker didn’t move, his hand still on the pistol. Before him was the man who would be King of Llewyllan. The man who would marry Jade.
If he lived.
Another war horn blew, the sound closer this time. Kendril licked his cracked lips, staring down at the unconscious nobleman.
For a moment the valley was quiet, the low cawing of the carrion birds and the quiet whining of the wind the only sound. 
Kendril stood completely still, his soul battling back and forth.
Finally he turned, and stumbled back down the stone-littered path towards Simon.
Behind him, the war horns of the Jogarthi echoed down the rocky walls of the ravine.
 



Chapter 12
 
There was a crash as the tray flew to the floor, and the porcelain cups shattered into pieces. Hot tea splattered everywhere and soaked the rug by the fireplace.
“Fools!” spat Bathsby, his hands clenched on the table. “I practically gift-wrapped Lord Whitmore for them. Was even that too difficult a task for them to handle?”
Bronwyn stepped lightly over to the pull-cord, and gave it a heave. “I’m sure that the Jogarthi did their best,” she said calmly. “The message I received from them mentioned they had killed many of Whitmore’s men.”
The nobleman rose to his feet, thrusting the chair back as he did so. “No doubt they did. But that isn’t enough, is it? What if Lord Whitmore has survived? I can only keep the noble families in check for so long. If he returns they may very well throw their weight behind him.”
Bronwyn gave a knowing smile. “You forget, my Lord, they still think Whitmore is a traitor. More importantly, you still have the princess. Trust me, the nobles will do nothing to interfere.”
Bathsby looked over at the beautiful young woman, his hands gripped tightly behind his back. “And what happens when Lord Whitmore shows up outside Balneth with an army?”
“You can call forth other regiments to resist him.” Bronwyn stepped around the broken teacups, and skirted her way back to the table. “Really, my dear, I think you’re overreacting here.”
“Calling forth regiments takes time,” Bathsby snapped. “Time I don’t have. Whitmore was supposed to be destroyed by the Jogarthi, not come traipsing back to Balneth.” His face darkened as he looked over at Bronwyn. “Your barbarian friends have failed us both, my lady.”
She gave a tinkling laugh, settling into a chair. “You worry too much, my lord. Remember, Lord Whitmore does not know of what happened here. He does not suspect anything of our involvement with the ambush.”
“It is only a matter of time before he does,” the nobleman replied. He stared out the window of the room.
“Then you arrest him as soon as he arrives,” said Bronwyn with a smile. “He is a traitor, after all.”
Bathsby straightened and smoothed his shirt. “The nobles already question that.”
“Let them. What they suspect is of no importance. As long as you hold Dunhill and the princess, they will do nothing.”
“You’re very confident,” Bathsby said angrily. “I’m afraid I don’t share your certainty.”
A servant knocked on the door, bowed and entering the room. 
Bronwyn gestured to the mess on the floor, and the servant immediately began to clean up the pile of broken pieces and spilled tea. 
Lord Bathsby moved to the window, and glanced outside in a stormy silence. As soon as the servant left, he turned back to Bronwyn.
“It must be done,” he said quietly.
Bronwyn’s smile disappeared. “That would be a mistake, my lord.”
Bathsby’s face contorted with rage. “It’s not your decision to make! We have no other choice.”
Bronwyn got up from the chair she was sitting in. “Of course, my lord,” she said coldly.
 
Mist began to cover the valley as the morning wore on. The rumbling storm clouds moved off to the north. 
Those of the wounded who could struggled up the slope to the Llewyllian lines, where soldiers helped them into the protective formations of the regiments. The Jogarthi positions across the valley were shrouded in a heavy mist, but the scouts that returned to the camp reported that the barbarians were breaking up, moving off south towards the mountains.
Lord Whitmore was still nowhere to be found. Colonel Mulcher, the next ranking officer, took charge of the army. 
The situation was rather grim. Most of the supplies and food had been destroyed along with the encampment below, and the losses sustained by all the regiments had been heavy. 
After briefly conferring with his officers, Mulcher ordered the army to take what wounded they could, and to prepare to evacuate back to Balneth. 
Joseph, Maklavir, and Kara stayed near the edge of the valley, peering through the heavy mist as they waited in silence. They couldn’t seem to find any words to speak to each other, so each remained lost in their own thoughts. The weariness of the last twenty-four hours settled upon each of them.
It was about mid-morning when Joseph spotted two shapes emerging from the mist below, coming slowly up the valley side. He jumped to his feet, one hand going to his rapier. 
Maklavir got to his feet as well, rubbing his bleary eyes. “What is it?” he asked. “A man and a horse?”
“No,” said Joseph with a grin. “A man and a mule.” He walked down through the wet grass, and raised his hand. 
The approaching figure waved in response.
“Kendril!” Joseph exclaimed. “I was beginning to think I wouldn’t see you again. Are you hurt?”
The Ghostwalker appeared slowly out of the swirling mist, his rain-streaked hood over his head. Behind him came Simon, dragging his feet as he walked.
“No,” he said. His voice sounded almost lifeless. “I’m fine.” He lowered his hood. His face was almost as white as the fog that hung around them.
Joseph saw something on the mule’s back. “What’s that?”
“Lord Whitmore,” said Kendril without looking up. “He’s still alive.”
 
There was a preliminary knock, and then the door to Serentha’s room swung open. 
Lord Bathsby stood in the hall, a smile on his face. “Your Highness,” he said with a bow.
Serentha didn’t turn her head. Her handmaiden stood behind her and brushed her hair. “What do you want, Lord Bathsby?” she asked icily. “Have you caught my father’s murderers yet?”
Bathsby swept into the room, and removed his hat. “Sadly, no,” he said. “But I assure you that Sir Reginald is turning Balneth upside down at this very moment in an attempt to find the culprits.” He glanced over at the handmaiden. “Leave us.”
The girl gave him a questioning glance, then gave a deep bow and exited out of the room. The bedroom door shut softly behind her.
The princess turned and fixed Bathsby with her blue eyes. “Crisis or not, it is not appropriate for you to be in my bedchambers like this.”
Bathsby waved a hand, and moved over towards the bed’s end table. “I assure you, Your Highness,” he said smoothly, “I will be brief. I wish to ask you for your hand in marriage.”
Serentha stood abruptly. “You can’t be serious.”
The nobleman’s eyes flashed dangerously. “Oh, but I am, Your Highness. The kingdom is in jeopardy. There is still no successor to the throne, and the noble families are becoming nervous. Someone must take charge, or we are likely to have a civil war on our hands.”
She tossed back her golden hair. “I am already promised to Lord Whitmore.”
“Lord Whitmore is a traitor,” Bathsby snapped. 
Serentha raised her head. “I am not yet convinced of that,” she said.
The nobleman sighed. He picked up a hand mirror resting on the end table. “Why do you persist in being so difficult, Your Highness? I have done nothing but show my loyalty to you.”
Her eyes narrowed. “By locking me in my room?”
Bathsby looked at his image in the mirror. “An unfortunate measure that is necessary to protect you, Your Highness.”
“And silence me,” said the young woman sharply. “You wish to know if I will marry you? The answer is no.”
The nobleman set the mirror back down on the table. He turned slowly towards the princess. “You would be wise to rethink that reply,” he said in a low voice.
Serentha’s eyes blazed defiantly. “Now you’re threatening me? Were you behind the murder of my father?”
Bathsby stepped forward, folding one arm behind his back. “You refuse my hand, then? Even for the good of Llewyllan?”
“For your good, you mean, to legitimize the usurpation of my father’s throne.” Serentha pursed her lips. “I won’t marry you, Bathsby. Not now, and not ever.”
Bathsby’s mouth curled into a wicked grin. “We shall see, Princess.” He stepped over to the bedroom door, and threw it open.
Lady Bronwyn entered, her black hair spilling down onto the white fabric of her dress. Around her neck was the amber amulet, which seemed almost to glow softly as she approached.
Serentha took a step back. “What is the meaning of this?” she demanded angrily. 
Bronwyn licked her lips. “Her will shall be a difficult one to break,” she said to Bathsby.
The nobleman waved his hand irritably. “Get on with it, then.”
Serentha stumbled back, grasping at the bedpost. A sudden fear gripped her, overwhelming all her other senses.
 Bronwyn stepped forward. Her amulet glowed more and more brightly. 
“Just relax, Your Highness,” she said in a lilting voice. “This will all be over soon.”
Serentha felt her back press up against the wall. She had no place else to go. 
“Relax,” Bronwyn crooned. She held up the glowing amber. “Relax.”
Inexplicably, Serentha felt her eyes attach themselves to the pulsing jewel. Try as she might, she couldn’t seem to look away. 
Bronwyn took a step closer, and held the amulet forward. “Relax.”
Serentha felt a sudden peaceful tiredness wash over her. Her eyelids drooped as she stared at the amber necklace. She felt suddenly drowsy, and the room began to twirl around her.
“That’s it,” said Bronwyn with a smile, “you’re feeling very sleepy. All you can hear is the sound of my voice. Your eyes are very heavy. Shut them.”
Serentha’s eyes slipped shut, and her hands dropped to her sides. She swayed unevenly on her feet, her mind completely numb.
“Now,” continued Bronwyn in a soft voice, “I want you to listen very, very carefully to what I’m going to tell you.”
Her eyes still closed, Serentha nodded slowly.
 
“Hungry?” Maklavir walked around the edge of the border. The steady wind tossed his cape around behind him.
Kendril turned his head slightly from where he sat with his back up against a large boulder. “Starving.”
The diplomat smiled, then tossed a crusted half-loaf of bread to the Ghostwalker. 
Kendril caught it, giving it a skeptical look. “This bread’s hard as a rock.”
Maklavir gave a good-natured shrug. “You’re lucky to have that. Most of the supplies are gone. Word around camp seems to be that we’re packing up and heading back to Balneth tomorrow.” He took a cautious bite of his own stale loaf of bread, and grimaced as he chewed. “Delicious.”
Kendril weighed the bread in his hand, debating whether it was worth consuming or not. 
Maklavir looked over at him as he brushed breadcrumbs from his clothes. “You look tired.”
“I’m exhausted,” said Kendril bluntly.
Maklavir nodded. “You should try to get some sleep now, before we start back.”
Kendril took a preliminary bite of the bread, listening to the wind whistle over the edges of the rock behind him. He looked over at Maklavir. “How’s Whitmore doing?”
The diplomat took another bite of the bread. “He’ll live, from what I’ve heard. It’s a good thing you found him when you did. He would be dead otherwise.”
Kendril swallowed the dry bite of bread, and looked out over the valley in silence.
Maklavir finished his bread, and rubbed his hands together vigorously. “Well, I suppose I should leave you alone. Joseph and Kara are around here somewhere, I think.” He turned to go.
“I almost left him,” the Ghostwalker said suddenly.
Maklavir turned back around, pulling his fluttering cape up against the wind. “I beg your pardon?”
Kendril didn’t turn his head. “Whitmore. I almost left him behind. To die.”
The diplomat said nothing for a moment, staring at his friend. Then he looked down at the ground, and scratched the side of his neck. “I see,” he said quietly.
“I’m not even sure why I went there in the first place,” the Ghostwalker said. A few drops of rain pattered down on top of his hood. “I think I wanted to make sure he was dead.”
Maklavir glanced out over the valley. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with Serentha, I suppose?”
Kendril paused a moment. He swallowed. More specks of rain fell on his raised hood. “Serentha accepted Whitmore’s marriage proposal.”
The diplomat nodded, the feather on his cap bobbing up and down. “Ah. Then they are to be married, then?” He looked up towards the sky. “Assuming, of course, that Bathsby doesn’t kill either of them first.”
“Yes,” Kendril replied sharply. “Whitmore will be King of Llewyllan.”
The rain was coming down in a steady drizzle now, soaking the grass around them. 
Maklavir looked over at Kendril and lowered his voice. “You love her, don’t you?”
Kendril gave a half-snarl. “You can’t love someone you can’t touch.”
The diplomat raised a finger. “On the contrary, it is one of man’s inherent curses to desire the unattainable.” He chuckled and shook his head. “You’re not made of stone, Kendril, regardless of how many vows you might take.”
The Ghostwalker continued to stare straight ahead, his face unmoving. “It doesn’t change anything. I almost left a man to die out there today for a woman I can’t even hold.”
Maklavir crossed his arms and huddled against the cold. “You didn’t leave him, though. You brought him back.”
Kendril looked away. “I might just as well have left him.”
Maklavir gave an exasperated sigh. He took off his cap and ran a hand through his damp hair. “What exactly do you want from me, Kendril? Absolution? You’d be better off talking to Joseph. He’s a closer thing to a priest than I’ll ever be.” He looked over at Kendril, then replaced his cap on his head. “But if you want to know what I think, then here it is. You’re human, Kendril, just like the rest of us, and none of us are perfect. If you think your little jealous dilemma is unique to you then I have news. It’s not.”
The Ghostwalker turned his head towards the diplomat, but said nothing.
Maklavir continued, his voice softer. “You had a choice, Kendril. You could have left Whitmore to die, but you didn’t, and that’s what matters in the end. It’s only because of you that’s he still alive at all.”
Kendril’s mouth twisted. “I’m not a good man, Maklavir.”
The diplomat gave a nonchalant shrug. “I didn’t say you were. I’m not a good man, either. Neither is Joseph. Neither is Lord Whitmore, for that matter.” He uncrossed his arms. “We are the sum of the decisions we make, Kendril. Sometimes we choose right, and sometimes we choose wrong. But in the end it’s the choice that matters, I think.” He smiled, and gave the Ghostwalker a cheerful slap on the shoulder. “Buck up, old chum. If you want something to worry about, there are plenty of more pressing items. Like the fact that we’ll all probably be killed when we get to Balneth.”
Kendril said nothing, but the shadow of a smile formed on his face.
Joseph came running up suddenly, out of breath. 
Kendril pushed away from the rock.
“Lord Whitmore is conscious,” the scout said. “He wants to see you.”
 
The command post had been set up on the highest point of the valley, overlooking the winding road back to Balneth. Sir Mulcher was outside the command tent, fingering his mustache as he talked quietly with a subordinate officer. He nodded as he saw Kendril walking up, and folded up a map he had been holding in his hands. 
“You must be the Ghostwalker,” he said, sticking out his hand. “I hear we have you to thank for covering our backsides this morning. If that flank had collapsed we wouldn’t have stood a chance. Quite an heroic thing you did.”
Kendril glanced over at a group of men hitching up some cannons. “I had a lot of help,” he said. “Are we heading back to Balneth?”
Mulcher nodded, clearing his throat. “Yes, indeed. Lord Whitmore is in the tent. He wants to speak with you.” 
Kendril nodded, then walked over to the tent.
Lord Whitmore was inside, propped up on a chair. One side of his face was horribly bruised, and a large cut ran down over his left eye. His left arm was bandaged all the way up to the shoulder and held in a makeshift sling. Still, he managed to smile as Kendril came in, then waved the Ghostwalker to a chair. 
“Kendril! Come in, come in. Do have a seat.”
The Ghostwalker raised a hand. “No thanks. I’ll stand.”
Lord Whitmore leaned forward, grunting in pain. “I hear you’re the one who pulled me out of that valley. I owe you my life.”
Kendril looked away awkwardly. “Don’t mention it.”
Lord Whitmore smiled. “More than that, I heard you were the one who prevented my regiment from collapsing. It seems you are spoiled for heroics, my good man.” His smile faded. “You were right about the ambush, and I was a fool not to listen to you. Many lives were lost today that could have been saved.”
Kendril looked over at the nobleman. “Bathsby has to be stopped. There’s no other way.”
Whitmore rose to his feet, using his good arm to push himself up. “If what you say is true, Kendril, then he holds Castle Dunhill, and probably all of Balneth as well.”
“Then we’ll have to take them by storm.”
“A siege?” Whitmore gave an ironic chuckle. “Have you seen Dunhill? A hundred men could hold that fortress against twenty thousand for years. And to reach the castle we must first breach the walls of Balneth, which are undoubtedly held against us. I do not have the manpower for it, Kendril. Even if I had not just lost so many men, three regiments would not be enough.”
The Ghostwalker frowned. “Surely there is someone inside Balneth who will help us? One of the nobles, perhaps, or some of the townspeople?”
Lord Whitmore sighed. He smoothed down a map that lay on the table. “Perhaps. But I do not know how tight Bathsby’s grip on the city is, or what lies he has fed the people.” He turned, grinding his teeth together. “How could I have been such a fool? Bathsby set me up from the beginning, and I was blind to all of it.”
Kendril rubbed his chin and glanced down at the map. “Are there any allies we could draw on?”
Whitmore sniffed derisively, and sank into a nearby chair. “Not of significance. Sir Mulching and Sir Fielding are both loyal to the King, of course, but I cannot speak for the other officers. There are some regiments stationed up near the Calbraithan border, but their loyalties are likely to be more with Bathsby than the Royal Family.” He adjusted his wounded arm, and winced as he did. “Lord Bathsby has great influence in the army. Far more than I do.”
“He’s counting on that, no doubt,” said Kendril. His eyes roamed over the map. “I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s already recalled the regiments he knows he can depend on. They’ll most likely be joining him at Balneth to strengthen his position.”
Lord Whitmore leaned his head back, closing his eyes. “You see? It is hopeless. And I cannot find help outside of Llewyllan. Calbraith is our sworn enemy, and Arbela would never assist in restoring any monarch to the throne. They would most likely support Bathsby.”
The Ghostwalker tapped his fingers against his arm. “Merewith?”
Lord Whitmore leaned forward, cradling his wounded arm. “Even if I could convince the Emperor to help, which I doubt, he’s too far away.” He sighed heavily. “I must march on Balneth. It will end there, one way or another.”
“It will end in our deaths,” said Kendril. “There’s no way you can take that city.”
“And what would you have me do?” Whitmore’s eyes flashed with sudden anger. “I know the risks, Kendril. But I have no other choice.”
The Ghostwalker lowered his head, his face clenched in thought. “Then we should leave right away,” he said finally. “We don’t have a moment to lose.”
Lord Whitmore gave the Ghostwalker a startled glance. “I wasn’t expecting you to come, Kendril. You’ve done more than enough for us already.”
Kendril fingered one of his pistols absently. “I still have some unfinished business with Lord Bathsby.”
“As you will.” Lord Whitmore pulled out a pocket watch, and stared for a moment at the face. He laughed and threw it back in his pocket. “Busted. It must have broken when I fell off my horse. Oh, well. We’ll leave tomorrow, at first light.”
Kendril shook his head emphatically. “We should head out today, as soon as possible. Every moment we lose could cost us.”
Lord Whitmore raised a hand. “I understand, Kendril, but nightfall is in a couple hours, and my men are exhausted. I cannot expect them to fight a battle here, then march them at top speed without rest to fight another. Not to mention all the wounded we’re still caring for. This army will lose even more men if we move too quickly.” He tilted his head. “And if you don’t mind me saying so, I think you could use with some rest yourself.”
Kendril gripped the edge of the map table. “Speed is more important than rest. We should move now.”
“I disagree. My men need to rest, Kendril, and so do you. That’s my final word on the matter.”
Kendril scowled, but said nothing. He turned and exited the command tent. 
Outside the air was freshly scented after the falling rain, though the sky was beginning to turn dark with the approach of evening. He stood for a moment, the cold wind tugging at his cloak. 
Was Serentha still alive? There was no way to know for sure, and Kendril knew full well that the chances of her surviving this whole affair were slim. Then again, he corrected himself, the chances of any of them surviving this were slim. He didn’t know how any of this would end, but he still had to try to help Serentha. 
He only hoped that he could.
 



 Chapter 13
 
Kendril awoke to the sound of a trumpet blaring through the encampment, calling the troops to arms. 
He blinked his eyes, groaning as he rubbed the grit out of them. In the east the sun was just edging over the line of low hills. Out in that direction was the sea, though it was too far to see from here. The wind had a sharp bite to it this morning, but the dark clouds from the day before had been reduced to mere tatters that drifted by in the skies above. 
He had slept like the dead. Truth be told, he hadn’t even felt tired when he had lain down on the wool blanket by the fire. That had been the last thing he had remembered until just now, as the cold rays of dawn slanted over the hillside around him. His body ached, especially his left side, which gave an occasional protest of pain when he moved too suddenly. Kendril rubbed his temples, trying to clear the fog from his mind.
“Up and about, I see?” asked Joseph pleasantly from where he sat a few feet away, his feet stretched out by the fire. “Coffee’s over there. I managed to procure some sausage, if you’d like some.”
 The scent of the cooking meat caused Kendril’s mouth to water. He pushed the blanket aside, shaking the dew from it. “Sounds great.” He gave Joseph a crooked grin. “Up kind of early, aren’t you?”
“Early?” Joseph scoffed, shaking the pan with the sizzling sausage around. “It’s practically afternoon.”
Kendril got to his feet, stretching. A few feet away Maklavir was still asleep, snoring loudly. The Ghostwalker shook his head.
Joseph chuckled. He checked the sausage with a fork from his pack. “How about some breakfast?”
The Ghostwalker nodded gratefully, and moved over to the fire. “Where’s Kara?”
“She was up almost as early as me. I’m not quite sure where she went off to. To be honest, I think she just wanted to be alone for awhile.”
Kendril drew a knife, and stabbed it into one of the sausages. “She’s trouble.”
Joseph gave his companion a cutting glance. “I think you’ve misjudged her, Kendril.”
The Ghostwalker took a bite of the sausage, and wiped the grease from his chin. “She’s a thief and a bandit,” he said shortly. “What’s there to misjudge?”
Joseph took one of the sausages himself, sticking it with his fork. “She risked her life taking that castle gate, you know. If it hadn’t been for her none of us would have gotten out of there alive.”
Kendril smirked. “Speak for yourself.”
The scout sighed and looked over the crackling fire at his friend. “I think she’s earned our trust, don’t you?”
The Ghostwalker took another bite of the sausage. “Trust is a dangerous thing. It’s liable to get you killed.”
Joseph chewed thoughtfully on his sausage. “You asked her to come with us.”
Kendril shrugged. “She has a keen eye, and handles a bow like no one I’ve ever seen before. I figured she might be useful.”
Joseph snorted. “Useful? So she’s just a commodity to you? Someone to help you with what you’re doing?”
The Ghostwalker finished his sausage. “I told her that her best chance of taking revenge on Sir Reginald was with us. I wasn’t lying. She knew what she was getting into when she came along.”
The scout hardened his eyes. “But you still don’t trust her?”
“No,” said Kendril in a weighted tone, “I still don’t trust her. Why should I? You say that I’m using her? Well if I am than she’s using me and all of us just as much. We’re her best chance for revenge, and she knows it. That’s the only reason she’s still here.”
“I don’t believe that.”
“Then ask her yourself.” Kendril motioned over Joseph’s shoulder, then stabbed for another sausage with his knife.
The scout turned around to see Kara coming up through the camp, her raised hood covering her face. She lowered it as she got closer. 
“Breakfast?” asked Joseph kindly. He held out the pan towards her.
She nodded without smiling. “Thanks.” She sat down by the fire, rubbing the back of her neck. “Word around the camp seems to be that we’re leaving within the hour.”
“I know,” said Kendril grimly. “Back to Balneth.”
 
Lord Bathsby stood like a statue, his face set towards the rising sun. He rested his hands on the wall of the parapet, feeling the wind on his face as he looked out over the expanse of hills below him. Behind him he could hear the sounds of the castle guard changing posts.
“My dear Lord Bathsby,” came a traipsing voice from behind him, “you are up rather early.”
He turned around. 
Lady Bronwyn was coming down the walkway from the eastern wall. Her black hair wisped around her face, caught by the wind.
“Just enjoying the sunrise, my lady,” Bathsby said. “And how is the princess this morning?”
“Sleeping,” Bronwyn said, pushing the hair out of her eyes. “I can’t control her forever, you know. Her will is difficult to contain.”
Bathsby turned back around. He took a deep breath of the fresh morning air. “You don’t have to control her forever. Just until after the wedding ceremony.”
Bronwyn’s eyes flashed. “You intend to go through with this, then?”
Bathsby’s fingers curled on the hard stone. “There is no other way. The nobles are a nuisance, but they can ruin everything if they resist me now. When they see Serentha and I wed, there will be no question as to my legitimacy as King.”
“And what about after the wedding?”
The nobleman sighed. He curled up his hand and looked over his nails. “After the wedding we have no need for the princess any more, do we?”
Bronwyn arched an eyebrow. “You intend to kill her?”
Lord Bathsby gave a startled look. “Certainly not. She will be killed by assassins sent by Lord Whitmore and his conspirators, who will be hunted down and executed by Sir Reginald and the Royal Guard directly afterwards.”
Bronwyn gave a tight little laugh. “That’s your grand plan? Don’t you think it’s a bit contrived?”
Bathsby smiled without warmth. “It will work. I will be King, and Llewyllan will be mine.”
Bronwyn held up a finger. “Ours,” she corrected softly.
The nobleman curled his hand around her finger, and pulled her closer with a smile. “Ours.” 
 
The army broke camp about an hour after breakfast, and began the long march back to the north. 
There was no rain at first, but the ragged clouds gradually increased until the sky was covered in a gray blanket. The soldiers were strangely silent as they marched, weighed down by an unspoken menace. About mid-day a light rain began, soaking the troops. Still they marched, stopping neither for food nor the travails of the wounded. 
Lord Whitmore rode at the head of the line, his face pale from the pain of his injury. Sir Mulcher rode beside him, glancing worriedly at his commander from time to time. Behind them the rest of their ragged troops tromped through the churning mud, their eyes on the path ahead of them.
The small band of companions that had escaped from Balneth rode together near the rear of the column, their spirits barely rising out of the splattering puddles in their path. Maklavir tried to tell a few jokes to lighten their mood, but quickly retreated into his own thoughts, looking often to the north for the first sign of Balneth. Kara rode beside the diplomat, her hood thrown over her bedraggled red hair. She didn’t speak, but on her face was a look of torment.
Joseph rode behind her, his face full of concern for the young woman. He periodically wiped the rain from his eyes, trying to think of something to say. Instead he remained silent, his horse tromping relentlessly through the mud.
Kendril came last of all, riding atop Simon. The Ghostwalker’s hood was slick with the falling rain, and mud spattered his boots and cloak. His rifle was in his hands, and his eyes watched the slopes of the dark hills around them carefully, as if expecting an attack at any moment. But for all his watchfulness, his mind kept drifting on to other thoughts.
The sense of gloom over the entire landscape was almost palpable. Every last soldier dragging their pike behind them seemed to know that something was wrong. 
They stopped late that evening, making camp by a small lake. The Dagger Hills were receding slowly behind them, and the landscape was beginning to even out into alternating forests and fields. Many of the men breathed a silent sigh of relief once they were clear of the rocky terrain behind them. The rain continued, but some of the oppressiveness in the air seemed to lift.
Kara and Maklavir threw down their blankets and quickly fell asleep, but Kendril remained seated by the dying fire, running a stone across the edge of one of his swords. 
The night grew long as Joseph finally got up from where he was lying. He rubbed his eyes and sat by the fire.
“Can’t sleep?” Kendril asked. He continued sharpening his blade.
“No. You don’t seem to be doing such a good job either.” Joseph craned his head around, looking at the sleeping encampment around them. “Looks like we’ll be in Balneth by tomorrow.”
“Bathsby will hold the city against us,” said Kendril quietly. “Whitmore might try a siege, if his soldiers will follow him. He won’t win.”
Joseph looked over at him. “You sound pretty certain.”
“I am.” Kendril said. “It’s hopeless. Whitmore doesn’t have enough men to take Balneth.”
“Nothing is ever hopeless, Kendril,” Joseph corrected.
The Ghostwalker looked up and raised an eyebrow. “This is about as close as things get.”
Joseph looked over at Kara, who was huddled under her blanket asleep. “Sounds like going back to Balneth is a bad idea, then.”
Kendril flipped his blade over, examining the edge. “We don’t have a lot of choice.” He sighed. “Try to get some sleep. There’s no telling what tomorrow will bring.”
Joseph nodded silently, then turned back to his bedding after a moment.
The scraping of the sharpening stone continued on into the night.
 
The next day the sky was still overcast, but the rain came only intermittently. The road they traveled remained mired in mud, and the air was constantly filled with the sound of slopping hooves and boots. Around afternoon the sun broke out, and the rain stopped, at least for the time being. 
Joseph was riding along next to Kara, trying to think of something to say to her, when he noticed that the column had halted. Grateful for the respite, the soldiers peeled off to either side of the road, resting their weapons against the surrounding trees and breaking out water canteens. 
Kendril rode up alongside them, glancing over at the column with a frown. “Stay here,” he said, then trotted off towards the front of the line.
“Sounds good to me,” said Maklavir as he took off his cap and brushed back his hair. 
Not listening, Joseph urged his horse forward. He rode past soldiers on either side of the road, following behind the gray mule and its dark rider in front of him. 
Kendril stopped Simon short of the front of the column. 
Joseph pulled up alongside of him.
Lord Whitmore and Sir Mulcher were talking animatedly with a well-dressed rider in the middle of the road. Joseph didn’t remember seeing him in the encampment before. 
“Someone from Balneth?” he whispered to the Ghostwalker.
“Shhh,” Kendril shushed irritably. He spurred Simon a few steps forward, trying to catch the words of the conversation. 
Joseph followed him.
“Married!” Sir Mulcher was saying in astonishment. “I don’t believe it.”
Lord Whitmore clutched the harness of his horse, his face white.
“Believe it or not,” said the well-dressed rider with a wave of his arm, “it’s happening tonight. The princess announced the plans for the wedding in front of an entire room of nobles. Lord Bathsby will become King.”
“Serentha believes this nonsense about a conspiracy, then?” Sir Mulcher’s mustache bristled as he straightened.
“I don’t know what she believes,” the rider confessed. “I only know what I’ve been told.” He turned to Lord Whitmore, who had not yet spoken. “Lord Bathsby has declared you a traitor, my lord. He has closed the city gates, and is preparing defenses against a possible attack.”
Whitmore took a deep breath, his face still pale. “I see. Who can we count on inside the walls?”
The rider paused. “Lord Bittlebur and his retinue will assist. Baron Yavin and Sir Corin are also at call. Many of the other nobles are still unsure of your loyalty. Lord Bathsby has been very convincing with his evidence, and now the princess herself has consented to marry him.”
“Her Highness may very well be under duress,” snapped Lord Whitmore, the stress showing on his face. He composed himself again. “Can we take one of the city gates?”
The rider sighed. “I am sorry, my lord, but even if we convince some of the other nobles to join, there are too few to take the gate, much less hold it for long. Too many men in the army remain loyal to Bathsby.”
Lord Whitmore looked down at the muddy ground, his expression drained of hope.
Sir Mulcher’s dark eyes blazed. “We may still take Balneth, sir. My regiment will follow you to the Void and back, I can guarantee you that. We can’t give up now.”
Whitmore nodded his head, giving a weak smile. “Of course not. Give the men ten minutes, Colonel, then let’s get on the march again.”
Mulcher saluted. “Yes, sir.”
Joseph and Kendril watched as the three riders in front of them turned back towards the column.
“It doesn’t make sense,” Joseph said as the two of them turned back towards where they had left Kara and Maklavir. “Why would Serentha consent to marry Lord Bathsby?”
“I don’t know,” said Kendril tersely. His face darkened. “But I suspect there may be foul magic at work here.” 
Joseph looked over at him in surprise, but said nothing. They rode back along the road, coming up to where Maklavir and Kara waited.
“What’s wrong?” Kara asked after seeing their faces. 
Kendril didn’t say anything, his jaw set and his gaze on the ground.
“Serentha and Lord Bathsby are going to be married tonight,” said Joseph after a moment’s hesitation. “And the city is held against us.”
Maklavir scratched the side of his face. “That does not sound terribly promising.”
Kendril didn’t look up from the ground. 
“No, Maklavir,” Joseph said stiffly. “It’s not terribly promising. All the same, I think Whitmore intends to storm the city.”
The diplomat gave Joseph a quizzical look. “Isn’t that rather pointless?”
Joseph didn’t feel like answering all these questions. “Yes, Maklavir, I suppose it is.”
Maklavir straightened his cap, and looked out over the troops around them. “Surely there must be some other option. Attacking Balneth will never work, and only cost more lives on both sides. What is Whitmore thinking?”
Kendril still said nothing, staring down at the ground.
 Joseph wanted desperately out of this conversation. “I don’t know, Maklavir.”
“I mean, just think about it,” continued the diplomat. “Even assuming Whitmore takes the city, which is highly unlikely, he would have to take the castle, too.” He shook his head. “At least Serentha can get out. Why she hasn’t already is beyond me.”
Kendril looked up. “Get out how?”
Maklavir gave the Ghostwalker a startled look. “What?”
“Get out how?”
“Through the catacombs,” said the diplomat with a strange look. “I’m sure Serentha knows about it. After all, she is the daughter of the King. Perhaps she really is determined to marry Bathsby--”
“There’s a passage into the castle?” interrupted Kendril. He threw back his hood. “Where?”
“I told you,” said Maklavir with a touch of irritation in his voice. “Through the catacombs. The whole hill is chock full of them. There’s a passage that goes from the castle basement, through the lower part of the catacombs, and out the cliff face on the eastern side.” He smiled. “An escape route, you understand. Most palaces have something similar. Monarchs can be rather paranoid people.”
Joseph stared at the diplomat incredulously. “How in Zanthora did you find that out?”
“Palora told me.”
“The handmaid?”
Maklavir gave a wry smile. “You forget, my dear Joseph. I’m a diplomat by trade. Learning sensitive information is part of my job.”
Kendril reached over and grabbed Maklavir by the lapel. “Does Bathsby know about this passage?”
“I don’t think so. Please, Kendril, don’t wrinkle the shirt.” The Ghostwalker released him, and Maklavir fixed his collar. “He shouldn’t, anyway. The existence of the catacombs passage is a secret to all save the royal family.”
“But Palora knew,” Kara commented. 
“Yes,” Maklavir responded patiently, “but Palora is also the princess’s handmaid. She’s privy to such things.”
“Bathsby was the King’s top man,” said Joseph uncertainly. “Chances are he knows as well.”
“Maybe, maybe not,” said Kendril. His eyes sparkled with new life. “If you were the King, would you have told him?”
“What exactly are you thinking here?” asked Kara slowly.
“A passage that leads out of the castle also leads in,” the Ghostwalker said.
“Surely Bathsby would have blocked it or put guards on it,” said Joseph doubtfully. 
“If he knows about it. And even if he does, why should he guard it? It’s a secret, isn’t it? No one in this army should know about it.”
“Good heavens,” said Maklavir suddenly. “You can’t be seriously suggesting that we go looking for this thing? Palora may have been mistaken, for all I know. There may not even be a passageway in the catacombs.”
“Maybe not,” said Kendril. “But it’s worth the chance if there is.”
“If we can take the castle,” said Joseph, beginning to catch Kendril’s excitement, “we could control the whole city.”
“And if we catch Bathsby we can end this whole takeover here and now,” finished Kendril. 
“I can’t believe you’re seriously discussing this,” said Maklavir as he glanced from one face to another. “It’s pure madness.”
“You’d better hope not,” said Kendril. “Because you’re coming with me.”
 



Chapter 14
 
Sir Mulcher shook his head. “I can’t do it,” he said quietly.
“A hundred men is all I need. A company. Surely you can give me that.”
The officer plucked at the end of his large mustache, eying Kendril carefully. “You’ve talked to General Whitmore about this?”
The Ghostwalker hesitated. “No. I didn’t want to distract his attention with something that could turn out to be a false lead.”
Sir Mulcher sighed, and leaned back in his foldout chair. His command tent was behind him, and the banner of his regiment drooped on its pole, lacking any wind to bring it to life. The soldiers of his regiment were camped all around, with fires already springing to life across the wooded glade they were in. From the road a few hundred yards to the right the cathedral tower of Balneth and the pinnacle of Castle Dunhill were just visible in the fading sunlight. 
Whitmore had encamped his army a few miles from the city, stopping for the evening to consider his next move. Bathsby had made no move towards them, nor did Kendril expect him to. With Balneth locked up tight and reinforcements likely on the way, Bathsby no doubt intended to merely wait Whitmore out. There would probably be some emissaries riding into the camp early the next morning, demanding Whitmore’s surrender and arrest, but not much more.
“I can’t spare even a company, Kendril.” The nobleman leaned forward. “What you say is intriguing, but it’s all hearsay. I can’t risk the lives of my men on such sketchy information.”
“If the passage exists, we’ll find it,” said Kendril confidently. “It should be somewhere on the eastern base of the cliff, leading up into the catacombs. If it isn’t there, we haven’t lost anything. We’ll just return to camp before morning.”
Sir Mulcher folded his hands on the portable table before him. “I need my men well rested. Who knows what will happen in the morning?”
“Fifty men,” said Kendril desperately. “Give me fifty men and I can end this war right now.”
“I appreciate all you’ve done for us,” said Sir Mulcher carefully, his dark eyes watching the Ghostwalker, “but you’re not an officer, Mr. Kendril. I won’t give you command over any of my men.”
Kendril cursed, stepping back from the table. “I can’t believe you’d throw this chance away,” he said. “Don’t you think that—”
“I said I wouldn’t give you command over any of my men,” interrupted Sir Mulcher, “and I won’t. That is why I intend to come with you tonight, with a hundred of my men. Is that good enough for you?”
Kendril took a breath, his anger evaporating. “Certainly.”
“I’ll inform General Whitmore of our intentions,” Mulcher said, smoothing out one of the maps on the table. “Assuming he gives his consent to this insane plan, we can depart in an hour.”
Kendril gave a grim smile. “Thank you, Colonel. You won’t regret this.”
The nobleman bent over the map. “Let’s hope not.”
 
“Look, Kendril,” said Maklavir in a rather nervous tone, “I think it would be rather better for all of us if I stayed here in the camp. I’m not much of a fighter, you know.”
Kendril shoved a loaded pistol into his belt. “Trust me, Maklavir, I know. But you’re still coming.”
Maklavir’s face fell. “But why, in Eru’s name? I’ve told you everything Palora told me.”
Kendril gave Simon a final rub on the nose. “You’re still the closest thing to a guide we have. If this passage exists, you’re going to help us find it.” He turned, buckling on his swords.
The diplomat spread his hands, his face aghast. “Tuldor’s beard, are you trying to get me killed?”
Joseph gave his rapier a few practice swings, then sheathed it and glanced over at Maklavir. “Just duck off to one side when the shooting starts. You’ll be fine.”
“As long as you’re not wearing anything noticeable. Like a purple cape, for instance,” commented Kara with a smile. 
“Yes, yes,” said Maklavir drolly, “very amusing. How funny will it be when I’m dead?” He crossed his arms, his face sour. “You’re all a bloody bunch of lunatics.”
Sir Mulcher walked up to them, wearing a large buff coat with a pistol tucked into his belt. He looked over at Kendril. “The light’s beginning to fade. Are you ready?”
Kendril nodded. “All of us are.”
Mulcher stared over at Kara in surprise. “You’re taking a woman along?”
She glanced up, her face curdling. 
Kendril gave Mulcher a knowing look. “She can handle herself just fine, Colonel, believe me. Now let’s stop wasting time and get going.”
The nobleman gave Kara one last doubtful look. “Right then. Let’s find this bloody passage.”
 
“The nobles are arriving.” Sir Reginald stepped back from the palace window.
Bathsby straightened the lace at his collar, took one last glance in the mirror, then strode to the window himself. He glanced out across the castle lawn. Several coaches were already arriving through the main gate, and the first nobles were beginning to enter the palace chapel. The sun was setting in the west, and had already dipped below the level of the castle wall. He smiled.
“Everything is still on track?”
Reginald gave a quick nod. “For now. We have told the noble families that the wedding must take place here in the castle for reasons of security.”
Bathsby stiffened his neck, and pulled at the lace again. “But of course. Whitmore’s assassins are still on the loose.” The smile faded from his face. “Get down to the chapel. I’ll be there shortly.”
The nobleman gave a quick bow, hiding his smile, then walked out of the room.
 
“Blast!” cursed Maklavir as he stumbled over a loose rock. He wavered for a moment and reached out a hand to steady himself against the cliff wall. “I can’t see where I’m going here, Kendril.”
The Ghostwalker ignored him, scrambling over a large boulder as he searched the cliffside to their left. Behind them was a long line of soldiers, with Colonel Mulcher himself at their head. To their right the low plains stretched to the east, with the first of the Dagger Hills just visible in the fading light. The cliff to their left stretched up hundreds of feet to the wall of Castle Dunhill.
Maklavir cursed again as his cloak caught on some brambles. He tenderly pulled it loose, careful not to tear it. 
Kendril looked back over his shoulder. “Keep it down, will you?”
The diplomat pushed his cape out of the way of some nearby vines. “The castle’s three hundred feet up, Kendril. They’re not going to hear us.”
“They won’t if I cut your tongue out,” growled Kendril. “Now keep it down.”
“Yes, sir,” Maklavir said sarcastically. He tripped over another stone and stumbled a few feet forward. “Kendril?”
“What?” the Ghostwalker replied irritably. He began crawling up the surface of a large boulder.
“What about over there?” The diplomat pointed to a thick group of bushes against the cliff face.
Kendril slid back down the rock, looking at Maklavir questioningly. “You see something?”
“Well, no,” he confessed, “but I think Palora mentioned something about bushes covering the entrance.”
“Bushes?” Kendril stepped closer to the diplomat. “You never said anything about bushes.”
“Yes, well I had forgotten,” said Maklavir, moving closer to the tangle of vegetation. “Besides, I might be wrong.”
Kendril muttered something under his breath, then moved towards the cliff face himself, pushing aside some of the tangled shrubs. 
Joseph and Kara came over the large boulder behind them, followed quickly by Mulcher and two of his men. 
“Found something?” the nobleman asked curiously.
“We’ll know in a minute,” said Kendril as he grabbed one side of the bushes. He pulled on it, swatting branches out of the way as he tugged at the leaves. “Maklavir, grab the other side.”
The diplomat hesitated, then reached cautiously for the wiggling plants in front of him. 
Joseph sighed, stepped forward, and grabbed the bristly branches. 
Together they yanked the bushes aside. When they were done they stepped back, examining their work.
There was a hole, about four feet in height, carved into the cliffside and disappearing into darkness.
“By Tuldor’s beard,” Sir Mulcher whispered.
Kendril ran his hand down along the rough stone of the entrance, grinning as he did.
“Let’s see where it goes,” he said.
 
Lord Bathsby stepped up to the third floor of the palace, his left arm folded behind his back. He nodded to the guards, who saluted stiffly. Crossing over to Serentha’s room, he opened the doors and entered quickly.
The princess sat on the bed, a blank expression on her face. Bronwyn stood by the window, her lips curled down in displeasure.
“Is she ready?” Bathsby asked curtly as he looked down at the unresponsive girl.
Bronwyn turned from the window, the amber amulet at her neck glowing softly. “She’s resisting my control more and more, my lord. I won’t be able to keep this up for long.”
“Just get her through the wedding ceremony,” snapped Bathsby as he turned back for the door. “After that you won’t need to control her anymore.”
 
The tunnel was cut from the bare rock, and sloped gently upwards. 
Sir Mulcher gave some orders, and lanterns were lit. The light reflected off the pocked and pitted walls, shining up the passage until it faded into the darkness beyond.
The corridor was small, and they were forced to stoop, going in a single file. Even the softest whisper ricocheted up the tunnel, and the scuffle and thudding of booted feet soon grew deafening. 
Kendril led the way, a pistol in one hand and a lantern in the other. Sir Mulcher came behind him, his face calm and unwavering.
The dark was pierced only by the bouncing lights of the lanterns, and the tunnel soon grew stuffy from the large number of men crowded into it. Kendril found himself wiping sweat off his forehead with his sleeve, his eyes always on the darkness ahead of him.
And still the corridor continued upwards.
 
The wedding guests were mostly seated in the chapel as the altar boys began lighting the candles along the front and sides of the sanctuary. The low whispers from the guests in the pews echoed off the arched stone ceiling high above. All available seating was quickly used up, and many of the lesser nobles were forced to stand in the back, looking over the heads of those seated in front of them towards the altar.
The chapel itself had wooden pews on both sides of the central aisle leading towards the front, and two simple wooden doors at the rear of the building that opened out unto the castle lawn. Stain-glass windows lined the walls on either side, depicting various stories and parables found in the Blessed Scriptures. An altar boy came down the central aisle, swinging an incense censer back and forth as he walked. 
Sir Reginald watched it all from where he stood by the doors. He glanced over his shoulders out the door of the chapel. The palace was just visible across the green lawn to the right.
He only hoped nothing went awry. He had doubled the guard at the castle gate, as well as the men guarding the city walls. Whitmore would have to be a fool to attempt an assault, especially at night, but Reginald was taking no chances. 
Not that it mattered, he thought to himself. Within a half hour this would all be over.
And Lord Bathsby would be King of Llewyllan.
 
“What’s this?” came Sir Mulcher’s low voice as he stumbled out next to Kendril. 
The walls of the tunnel behind them seemed to suddenly disappear, and the darkness yawned in around them from every side.
“I don’t know,” said Kendril. He shoved his pistol in his belt and reached for the lantern. “Let’s find out.”
He threw open the shutters all the way. Light flooded out in all directions.
They were standing in a large underground room carved from the rock of the hillside, which stretched away to their right into a wide passageway. Openings were cut into the side of the walls on both sides, each one a foot or two high and six feet long. 
Kendril stepped into the middle of the room, making way for those coming behind them. He stepped up to one of the openings in the wall and lifted the lantern up for a closer look. 
There was a flash of dull white from inside. A skeletal face materialized, its eyeless sockets staring out at them.
“Talin’s ashes!” exclaimed Maklavir from behind him. “It’s a skeleton.”
A smile broke out on Kendril’s face. “The catacombs.” He yanked the pistol from his belt once more. “We’re on the right track.”
Maklavir gaped as he stared down the walls on either side. “There must be dozens of bodies here,” he said in astonishment. “All the kings and queens of Llewyllian history. It’s absolutely incredible.”
“Save the tour for later,” Kendril said over his shoulder. “All of this does us no good if we can’t get into the castle.”
“Let’s hope we can,” said Sir Mulcher, brandishing his rapier. “Come on.”
 
The chapel fell silent as the oaken doors swung open. 
Four soldiers dressed in the white uniform of the Royal Guard entered and positioned themselves on either side of the entryway with their arms held at attention. 
Lord Bathsby entered a moment later, wearing his dress uniform of white silk emblazoned with the bejeweled peacock of Llewyllan. A rapier hung at his side, the hilt glittering with silver. Sir Reginald fell into step behind him.
Without looking at the crowd of spectators, Bathsby strode purposefully down the aisle of the church, stood next to the altar and swished his blue cape back. 
Sir Reginald came up beside him, one hand resting on the rapier at his side.
The priest shuffled to the center before the altar and raised his hands in the air. “Let us pray,” he said.
 
Kendril turned a corner of the catacombs, Sir Mulcher right beside him. The lantern bobbed as they climbed up the sloping floor. Kendril didn’t even glance at the burial slots to either side of him. His were eyes on the passage ahead of them.
They had been climbing steadily for several minutes now, often up steep stairways that were carved into the dark rock of the mountain. Burial slots were carved into all the surrounding walls, and the eerie skulls of long dead kings watched silently as the living passed them by. In several places bones covered the floor where a skeleton had fallen from its place, or had been chewed by rats.
Just as it seemed the labyrinth would never end, Kendril thrust his arm forward, and pointed towards the end of the corridor in front of them.
“There,” he said eagerly. “I think I see something.”
 
The guests mumbled a collective murmur as the prayer came to a finish. 
Sir Reginald shuffled uneasily from where he stood next to Lord Bathsby, one hand still on his sword. His darting eyes watched the crowd closely. 
Bathsby himself was calm, one arm folded easily against the small of his back. 
The doors in the back of the church opened once again, and the congregation rose to their feet. The soldiers standing by the front door froze in attention, standing stiffly at attention. 
Serentha entered, her elegant white gown glowing in the candlelight. She held a simple bouquet of flowers in her hands, a veil covering her face. 
Behind her came Bronwyn, holding flowers as well. 
The princess walked unhesitatingly down the aisle, her eyes staring vacantly ahead. When she reached the front she kneeled before the altar. 
Bronwyn followed behind her, and stepped off to one side as the princess rose to her feet again.
With a half-smile on his face, Bathsby stepped forward.
 
“It’s locked.” 
Kendril rubbed his chafed hands, and stepped away from the hatch set in the ceiling above them. 
“Let me try,” said Sir Mulcher. He stepped in, grunting as he attempted to lift the heavy metal slat. 
It didn’t budge. 
“They must keep it locked from above,” said Kendril as he looked over the length of the ceiling. He gave a rough curse, and smashed his hand against the wall. 
Sir Mulcher stepped back and shook his head wearily. “It’s solid wrought iron, and barred into place. That or there’s something that weighs a ton sitting on top of it. Either way, we can’t get in this way.”
Joseph leaned against the wall, his face streaked with sweat and grime. “We have to get in this way. There isn’t another opening.”
“And what exactly do you suggest?” said Sir Mulcher, rubbing the dirt off his clothes. “Try it for yourself. The blasted thing won’t budge.”
Maklavir straightened suddenly. He removed the purple cape from his shoulders and folded it carefully. “All right, everyone out of the way,” he said quietly. 
They stared over at him.
“What?” Kendril managed.
The diplomat walked up to the hatch, examining it with a critical eye. “I’m only good for one thing, remember?” He unslung a small pouch from his shoulder, and handed his folded cape to Joseph. “Try not to get any dirt on that, will you?” He looked over at the other men, who were all staring at him stupidly.
“You might want to get back,” he said with a disarming smile. “And find some cover, too, I shouldn’t wonder.”
 
The priest motioned to Lord Bathsby and Serentha, and they both approached the altar from opposite sides. He stood between them, beaming as he addressed the congregation. In the back of the church the doors were still open, letting in the cool night breeze. 
The princess continued to smile, her face as lifeless as a doll’s.
The priest motioned for them to draw together. They did, turning their backs to the congregation and facing the altar.
“And now,” said the priest in a cheerful voice, “the vows.”
 
Kendril looked up at the hatch skeptically. “You sure you can do this?”
Maklavir grunted as he tied a matchcord into place, looping the end around a small bag of gunpowder. “I got us out of the Outpost, didn’t I?”
The Ghostwalker took a deep breath, then glanced down the dark catacombs to where the others were taking cover. “This is a little different, Maklavir. This hatch has to come off with the first blast. The noise will bring every guard within five miles. There won’t be time for a second chance.”
Maklavir lifted another small bag, and wedged it up by the hinge of the trap door. “Oh no, you’ve got it all wrong, my good man.” He looked over at Kendril with a mischievous grin. “The problem is not going to be blowing the hatch off. That’s a cinch. The real problem is going to be making sure the whole castle doesn’t come down on our heads in the process.”
Kendril took a deep breath. He looked up at the hatch again. “Right. Well…good luck, then.”
Maklavir pulled out another matchcord. “I work better without constant distractions.”
Kendril gave the diplomat a nasty glare, then walked back towards where Sir Mulcher was huddled with two lieutenants.
“And find the princess as quickly as you can,” the colonel was saying. “I want all three floors of the palace secured. Her Highness’s room is on the top floor, to the left.” He turned to the other lieutenant. “Lentille, you have thirty men. I need you to take the gatehouse, and hold it. No one gets in or out without my say-so. Understand?”
“What about the guards?” asked the first lieutenant hesitantly.
“Trust me,” interrupted Kendril, “they’re all loyal to Bathsby. Shoot them before they can shoot you.”
Sir Mulcher nodded. “There you are. If all goes well we’ll have the castle in our possession within an hour.”
And if all doesn’t go well, Kendril thought to himself, we’ll be hanged as traitors.
The two officers scurried back to their men and hissed commands in the darkness of the tunnel. 
Maklavir came quickly back down the passage, shaking the dirt off his hands. “We have about sixty seconds, gentlemen,” he said calmly. “Assuming I didn’t misjudge the length of the fuse.” He flopped around the corner of the tunnel, and covered his ears with his hands. 
The soldiers ducked for cover, crouching with hands over their heads.
Sir Mulcher looked over at Kendril from where they were both hidden behind a stone coffin.
“Good hunting,” he said.
Kendril pulled out his pistol. “Likewise.”
 
“I do,” said Bathsby, lifting his chin as he pronounced the words. Behind him the chapel was deadly silent. 
The priest turned to Serentha with a warm smile. “And do you, Princess Serentha, take Lord Bathsby to be your loving husband as long as you both shall live, in the sight of Eru the One?”
Serentha opened her mouth, but no words came out. She stood frozen in place. 
Bathsby’s face twitched. He glanced over towards Bronwyn. 
The priest gave Serentha a concerned look. “Your Highness?”
A ripple of disturbed murmurs flittered through the congregation
Bronwyn reached for the amulet at her neck. Its golden glow deepened.
Serentha wavered unsteadily, closing her eyes. “I—”
Bathsby took a half step forward. “Your Highness—” he began. 
He never got a chance to finish his sentence.
From outside the open doors of the chapel came the muffled roar of an explosion.
 



Chapter 15
 
The sound of the gunpowder going off in the confined space was deafening. 
The thunderclap echoed down the whole length of the catacombs, shaking dirt and bones free from the shelves they rested in. Whole skeletons clattered to the floor as the walls shook. Dust billowed down the underground passage, covering the hiding soldiers in a choking cloud. 
Sputtering, Kendril got to his feet a half-second before Sir Mulcher, and charged through the white dust cloud towards where the hatch had been. He got there in an instant, hearing Mulcher’s heavier tromp behind him. 
He looked up at the ceiling. 
Maklavir’s work had been good indeed. Where the iron trapdoor had been before was now a gaping hole. Dirt still crumbled from the edges. 
Pocketing his pistol, Kendril grabbed the edge and pulled himself up.
 
Bathsby’s sword was already in his hands. He spun around to Sir Reginald, who was drawing his rapier as well. 
“Find out what that was,” he ordered, the fury showing in his eyes. “Now!”
Reginald didn’t need to be told twice. He dashed down the aisle, past the startled onlookers and out the chapel doors. The four Royal Guards at the rear of the church followed him.
The priest backed against the altar, a look of horror on his face. 
Serentha shook her head, as if clearing her mind from a mist.
“What--?” she began, putting one hand to her head.
Bathsby swiveled his head, glaring over at Bronwyn. “Take care of her,” he said between his teeth. 
The dark-haired woman took the amulet off her neck, held it in her hand and took a step towards the princess. “I’m trying,” she replied angrily. 
Bathsby gave a snarl in reply, and glanced out at the tumultuous congregation. He turned back to the stunned priest.
“Finish the ceremony!” he thundered.
 
It was a storage room of some kind, with boxes and barrels stacked up against the wall. Most had been either torn to pieces by the explosion or badly knocked around by the force of the blast. 
Kendril didn’t give any of them much more than a cursory glance. 
He smashed into the only door in sight, and tumbled out into a long hallway with doors on either side. 
Sir Mulcher was beside him a moment later. He glanced down the hallway behind them. 
Kara appeared at the door, her red hair askew and riddled with dust. Two soldiers appeared behind her in the storage room, climbing up through the hole. Joseph was close behind them. 
Kendril raced down the hall. He turned the corner and saw stairs ahead. 
Sir Mulcher followed close behind him, waving to his soldiers forming in the corridor to follow him.
Kendril stopped at the bottom of the stairs for a moment. Above he could hear raised voices and the tramping of boots.
“If they block off the stairs we’ll be trapped,” said Mulcher in one breath. He glanced back behind him. 
Kara appeared around the corner. She unstrung her bow as she ran.
Kendril nodded, a pistol in each hand. “Get your men together. I’ll hold the stairs.”
 Before Mulcher could stop him the Ghostwalker leapt up the stairway.
 
Sir Reginald ran out of the church. The cold evening air slapped him in the face. Soldiers were running this way and that, some looking around in confusion. 
A captain came running up to the nobleman and saluted. 
“What happened?” Sir Reginald asked with a look around the courtyard.
“We don’t know, sir. There was a blast of some kind. It sounded like it came from the palace.”
Reginald glanced back at the chapel with a snarled curse. “Close the castle gate,” he ordered. “And get your men together. I want the palace cleared, top to bottom.”
The captain saluted again. “Yes, sir!”
Sir Reginald turned to the soldiers that had followed him out of the chapel, and waved his rapier. “You four, come with me.” 
He turned towards the palace.
 
Kendril turned the corner of the stairs and almost ran into a Royal Guardsman coming down towards him. 
Before the startled soldier could react Kendril coolly shot him in the chest. The pistol shot reverberated up and down the narrow stairwell. 
Another soldier came hot on the heels of the first. 
Without stopping Kendril leapt over the falling body of the man he had shot, and whipped the second man across the face with the barrel of his empty pistol. 
The blow sent the soldier off balance, and he tumbled down the hard stone steps. 
There was a shout from above, and an answering yell from further away. 
Kendril kept running. He turned the last bit of the corner and burst through the open doorway.
He was back in the central hallway of the palace. The front doors were to his right, and to his left were the darkened stairs leading up to the building’s second and third floors.
There were also half a dozen guardsmen, some running down the palace stairs and others emerging from other doorways in the hall.
Kendril dove forward, another pistol already in his hand. 
The closest soldier was fumbling for his rapier when Kendril blasted him back into a small table against the wall. The force of the impact knocked one of the giant portraits above off its perch, and the frame gave a loud crack as it fell onto the floor below.
Kendril didn’t have time to watch. 
He turned back to the stairs, and drew one of his short swords. 
One of the guards swung a halberd through the air at him. The blade cut through the hanging smoke in an arc towards Kendril’s head. 
Kendril ducked, and battered back the haft of the weapon with his sword. 
The soldier reacted quickly, thrusting forward with the sharp point of the halberd. 
Kendril leapt to the side, caught the wooden shaft of the weapon and yanked it from the man’s hands. He thrust the butt of the halberd back into the soldier’s stomach, doubled him up and sent him careening back into a potted plant. 
Kendril let the polearm drop with a clatter, and reached for his second sword.
There was a sharp twang to Kendril’s right, and an arrow blurred across the room, and transfixed one of the guards coming down the stairs. 
The other two reached the bottom, and dodged off to the either side. 
Kendril spared a brief instant to glance over towards the stairway.
Kara was kneeling behind a chair against the wall, reaching for another arrow. A soldier ran towards her from the opposite direction. 
Kendril finished drawing his other sword, then moved across the wide hallway quickly to intercept the man. He blocked the guard’s blow with one of his swords, and slashed at him with the other. 
The soldier circled around, narrowly avoiding Kendril’s swipe.
A gunshot tore into the chair by Kara’s head and sent stuffing and wood flying in all directions. 
She ducked back instinctively, and dropped the arrow she had been fitting to her bow. 
A shout came down the hall, answered by another from further up the stairs.
With a snarl Kendril took two quick steps forward, bashed the soldier’s blade out of the way and carved the man’s face open with a quick second blow. 
The Guardsman fell back with a scream, covering his bleeding face with both hands. 
Kendril kicked him hard, and sent him flying back onto the ground.
“Kendril!” came Kara’s voice from behind him.
The Ghostwalker spun in time to see the first soldier coming at him again with his upraised halberd. 
Kara dropped her bow and reached for the dagger at her belt.
Kendril was just bringing up his own sword in a desperate attempt to block the heavy halberd’s blow when a pistol shot tore into the man’s head at point-blank range, killing him instantly.
Sir Mulcher stepped into the hallway, a smoking pistol in one hand and his rapier in the other. His men began piling out of the stairway one after the other, readying crossbows and drawing swords as they fanned out across the hallway.
“Get moving, you dogs!” Mulcher roared. Pistol smoke wreathed his head. “Lentille, get your men to that gatehouse. Go!”
Mulcher’s men took positions along the hallway. A group of five raced up the stairs, firing crossbows as they went. 
Mulcher stood in the center of the hall, shouting orders and cursing his men on as they poured out of the stairwell. 
Joseph emerged as well, sparing a quick glance at the bodies already strewn about the hallway. 
The sounds of combat filled the palace as Mulcher’s men fought it out with the Royal Guards floor-to-floor and room-to-room.
 Lieutenant Lentille gathered his men along the wall of the hallway, preparing to move out the front palace doors. 
Kara moved to the bottom of the staircase, and fired several arrows towards the floors above. She ducked back, narrowly getting out of the way as a chair came crashing down onto the ground from above.
Kendril ducked into the relative safety of a doorway, and swiftly reloaded his pistols. A crossbow bolt thumped into the wall next to his head. He didn’t even flinch. 
Joseph threw himself on the other side of the same doorway. He looked down the hall toward the front doors of the palace.
“What now?” he shouted over the sound of gunshots and clanging steel all around them.
Kendril was about to respond when the front doors of the palace flew open. Six Royal Guards moved forward, all holding matchlock muskets. They dropped to their knees, and six more guards formed behind them and leveled their guns over the heads of the first rank. 
Sir Reginald appeared to one side, his rapier raised high in the air. 
“Kara!” Joseph shouted. 
He dashed forward and crashed into Kara, who was standing with her back to the front doors, and knocked her to the ground. 
“Fire!” Reginald shouted.
With a deafening roar, all twelve muskets went off.
 
Bathsby had one hand on the frightened priest’s lapel when a gunshot echoed over the courtyard. 
Someone in the church congregation screamed, and people began to rush for the door. 
Another gunshot sounded from the palace, and then another. 
Bronwyn paused for a moment, staring at the pandemonium in shock. 
Serentha’s eyes flew open. She flung out an arm and smacked the amulet out of Bronwyn’s outstretched hand. 
The stone struck the ground and skittered off under one of the pews. 
Bronwyn gasped and leapt into the stampeding crowd after it. 
Bathsby turned his enraged face towards Serentha.
Still dizzy, she lurched off the dais, and grabbed the top of one of the pews for support.
Bathsby hurled the priest back against the altar and went after her.
 
Three of Mulcher’s men fell to the ground as smoke and thunder erupted from the barrels of the Royal Guard muskets. 
Sir Mulcher fell back against a sofa that rested against the wall, hit in the arm. He grunted in pain, then switched his sword to his good hand as he tried to rise.
“Kill them!” screamed Reginald. He thrust his rapier through the swirling smoke.
As one man the twelve guards dropped their muskets, drew their rapiers and charged forward with a shout.
Joseph rolled off Kara, pulled himself to his feet and readied his rapier. He glanced over to his right.
Kendril was gone.
Sir Mulcher staggered away from the wall, blood streaming from the wound in his arm. 
Several of his men came up behind him. Within moments they were all locked in combat with the Royal Guards. 
Swords flashed and clanged in the hall as both sides fought for dear life. From above came the frenzied sounds of combat on the second floor. A body came crashing down the staircase, and rolled to a stop at the bottom. 
Kara pushed to her feet and swung her bow out. She fitted an arrow and aimed it at Sir Reginald’s head. 
Joseph dodged out of the way as she fired. 
The shaft flitted down the hall towards the nobleman. At the last moment a guardsman accidentally dodged into the path, and the arrow struck him instead.
Kara cursed and reached for another arrow. 
To her right Joseph blocked an incoming blow from one of the Guards, and returned with a quick thrust of his own.
Kara bent back her bow to fire, but Sir Reginald had already disappeared from view. She caught a quick glimpse of him as he ducked through one of the doors to the ballroom. 
Weaving her way through the swirling combat, Kara leapt around the shattered frame of a fallen portrait, and dodged through slashing blades toward the ballroom door. 
 
Serentha tripped on one of the pews, and crashed to the stone floor. She got up quickly, using the bench for support. 
The room was still spinning, but her head was slowly clearing from the effects of Bronwyn’s spell. 
The chapel was filled with the screams and shouts of the people running towards the exit. From outside came the sounds of even more gunshots.
Serentha had just made it to the end of one of the pews when a heavy hand came down on her shoulder, spun her around and threw her heavily to the ground. 
Serentha cried out in pain as she hit the ground. The acrid taste of blood filled her mouth. 
A hand grabbed her arm and pulled her to her feet.
It was Lord Bathsby. “You’re not going anywhere.” He twisted her arm back. 
She gasped in pain, and looked up into his face. 
It was twisted in complete rage. There was a maddened look in his eyes.
Serentha cringed back in fright. 
Lord Bathsby dragged her forward, and threw her back towards the front of the empty church.
“Now we finish this,” he spat. “Bronwyn!”
She appeared from behind a pew, lifting the amber amulet once more.
“At your service, my Lord,” she said in a silky voice.
 
Joseph gave a final feint, and threw his opponent fatally off guard. He ran his rapier through the man’s heart, then took a step back and surveyed the turbulent scene around him.
The Royal Guardsmen were fighting valiantly, but they were losing the battle in the palace hall. 
More of Mulcher’s men were pouring up through the stairway that led down to the basement, and the Guardsmen were beginning to waver, steadily pressed back towards the front doors of the palace. 
Sir Mulcher was fighting like an enraged beast, even with his wounded arm. His voice rose above the tumult, egging his troops on.
Joseph sidestepped one of Mulcher’s fallen men, and glanced over to the doorway where Kendril had been. 
The door was open, but there was no sign of the Ghostwalker.
His thoughts were immediately torn in a different direction as he saw a fluttering wisp of Kara’s green cloak vanish through the ballroom door. 
Adjusting his grip on his rapier, Joseph started forward, slashing right and left as he tried to follow her. 
Around him, Mulcher’s men gave up a ragged cheer as the survivors of the Guard fled out the palace doors. With a triumphant shout, Sir Mulcher lifted his blade high, and led his men in pursuit.
Joseph continued to make for the ballroom door, the rapier clenched in his sweaty hand. 
Something told him there would be trouble ahead.
 
Lord Bathsby threw Serentha against the dais steps. He drew his rapier. “Bronwyn!”
Serentha tried to get up, but the point of Bathsby’s sword flashed towards her, the point an inch from her neck. 
“Don’t think I won’t kill you, Your Highness,” he said in a low voice.
“You’re insane,” she said. She tore the veil away from her face. “You’ll be hanged for treason.”
“I’ll be King!” the nobleman retorted. “And you will be my Queen. At least for now. Bronwyn!”
The raven-haired woman slid into view and lifted the glowing amulet towards Serentha’s face. 
Serentha shrank back, grabbing at the steps behind her.
“Don’t worry,” said Bronwyn with an evil smile. “Before you know it, this will all be over…”
 
Kara went through the door with her bow loaded and ready to fire. The ballroom was dark and empty, the large windows against the far wall casting the starlight onto the polished wood floor. 
There was no sign of Reginald. 
Kara started to turn.
There was a dull gleam of metal to her left and a blade came out of the darkness towards her.
She had no time to react to the blow. Spinning around the best she could, Kara fired off the arrow blindly. The shaft disappeared into the blackness. 
A second later the sword cut through the top of the hunting bow, breaking it in two and barely missing her arm. 
Kara stumbled back, and reached for her knife. 
The blade swiped back around. It caught her on the top of her left arm and tore down towards her wrist. 
Crying out in pain, Kara fell to the ground and landed hard on her back. 
A heavy boot stomped down on her right arm and pinned it to the floor. A half-second the blade came at her throat. It stopped just above her skin.
“Well, well,” said a sickeningly familiar voice. “I had a feeling we’d meet again, Red.”
The figure stepped into view, the starlight revealing his face. 
“This time,” said Sir Reginald as he curled his lips, “I’ll have to be sure you learn your lesson.”
 
There was a sharp crack, and the amber amulet shattered into a dozen pieces. 
Bronwyn gasped, and grabbed her hand. 
Bathsby whirled his head around.
Kendril was standing at the doors of the chapel, his black cloak billowing behind him in the night breeze. Gun smoke curled around him. He whipped out a second pistol, and aimed it at Bathsby.
Bronwyn stepped back, cradling her hand and slinking into the shadows. 
Bathsby snarled. He thrust the tip of his sword toward Serentha’s neck. “Come any closer and I’ll kill her,” he warned.
Kendril didn’t lower the gun. “That’s the act of a coward, Bathsby, not a soldier.”
With trembling hands, Serentha reached up to her head and pulled out a hairpin. Her long blonde locks fell down around her shoulders.
“You shouldn’t have come back,” Bathsby spat. “This is none of your affair.”
“You framed me and tried to kill me,” Kendril retorted. He continued to step forward. His pistol didn’t waver. “That makes it my affair.”
Bathsby grabbed Serentha roughly by the arm, and pulled her to her feet. He pushed the princess in front of him, keeping the sword across her neck.
“It’s over, Bathsby,” said Kendril. “Let her go.”
The nobleman’s eyes flamed. “It’s not over until I say it is, Ghostwalker.” He pushed the edge of the blade harder against Serentha’s neck, causing the young woman to gasp.  “One more step,” he growled, “and I’ll cut her throat wide open.”
Kendril stopped, the pistol still pointed at Bathsby’s head. He looked down at Serentha for a brief moment, and met her gaze. 
She closed her eyes, took a deep breath and clutched the hairpin in her hand.
“Throw down the pistol, Kendril,” said Lord Bathsby. “Now.”
With all the might she could muster, Serentha jammed the hairpin into Bathsby’s arm.
 
Joseph didn’t have time to think. 
Sir Reginald was outlined against the ballroom windows, standing over a wounded Kara with his sword ready to strike. 
Joseph felt something pop in the back of his head. He raced forward and swung his rapier out and around.
Sir Reginald leapt back, and the two crossed blades with a shocking impact. 
To Joseph’s surprise Sir Reginald recovered instantly. The nobleman struck back quickly and easily, parrying each of Joseph’s thrusts. 
Faster than any eye could see, their swords slashed through the air, whispering and screeching as they connected.
Sir Reginald was a good swordsman, Joseph realized with a sinking heart. A very good swordsman.
He spun and slashed away a skillful blow aimed at his midsection. 
The ballroom was dark, and Joseph fought more by feel than by sight. The expanse of empty space was so big that their swordfight ranged back and forth with nothing to impede them save the curtains against the far wall.
Out of the corner of his eye Joseph saw Kara get to her feet, using her good arm to push herself up.
Reginald took a risky stroke, and missed by too much. 
It left an opening in his defense. It was small, but it was enough. 
Joseph took a step back, and prepared to jam the tip of his rapier into Sir Reginald’s chest. He stepped on something behind him.
Before he could stop himself, the object rolled away and took his leg with it.
 
Bathsby gave a strangled curse and reached for the sharp hairpin that was stuck into his arm. 
Serentha ducked under his blade, and threw his arm aside as she hurled herself towards the nearest pew. 
Bathsby recovered his wits instantly, and dodged to the side.
It was the chance Kendril had been waiting for. 
His pistol roared, and flame spurt from the muzzle of the gun. 
The bullet skinned the top of Lord Bathsby’s shoulder, and drilled into the wooden altar behind him. He stumbled back, biting his teeth in pain and almost dropping his rapier. 
Kendril threw the smoking pistol to the ground, and drew both his short swords. 
Serentha scrambled to her feet, and looked back at the Ghostwalker. 
Kendril leapt over the altar rail and up onto the dais, his blades at the ready.
Lord Bathsby pulled himself up, smiling despite his injuries. 
“Run, Jade!” Kendril yelled back at her.
With a roar of pure hatred, Bathsby launched himself towards the Ghostwalker.
 
Something wooden skittered off into the darkness under Joseph’s foot, and he felt himself fall. 
It was Kara’s broken bow, he realized the moment before he hit the ground. Or a piece of it, anyway. 
Not that it really mattered.
Joseph struck the ground with his elbow, bruising it badly against the polished wood beneath him. He tried desperately to regain his feet, but it was too late. 
Sir Reginald’s blade came down at him.
 Joseph quickly rolled to one side to protect his chest.
A lance of fiery pain shot through his side and burned a hole through his ribs. 
Gasping, Joseph fell back onto the hard floor. The rapier dropped from his hand and clattered onto the ballroom floor. He fell onto his back and felt warm blood spread across his shirt. Pain shot up and down his side. His vision swam. 
Joseph collapsed back, struggling to breathe.
It was over. He had lost.
Sir Reginald stepped over him with a smirk on his face, and readied his rapier for the final thrust.
 
Kendril caught Bathsby’s attack, and deflected it as he backed towards the altar railing. 
Bathsby came at him again, and hammered down blow after blow with a howl of rage that echoed through the rafters of the church. 
Kendril parried each strike, but was quickly pushed back towards the railing. Afraid of tripping, he leapt up on to it, then slid down onto the floor by the front pews. 
Bathsby leapt over the railing, and aimed a powerful swing at Kendril’s head. 
The Ghostwalker caught it with the edge of his blade. He slashed in with his other sword and narrowly missed Lord Bathsby’s arm. 
They both backed away, facing each other and panting for breath.
“You’re a fool,” snorted Bathsby between gasps. “You should have joined me when you had the chance. I would have made you a general.”
Kendril smiled. Sweat slipped down his nose. “I didn’t like the uniform.”
A horn blew outside, and sounded clearly through the open doors of the church. 
Lord Bathsby gave a startled look behind him. The first sign of real fear crossed his face.
“Those aren’t your men,” Kendril said matter-of-factly. “They’re Sir Mulcher’s, and that means he’s got the gatehouse, and probably the palace as well. You’re finished, Bathsby.”
A wild look came into the nobleman’s eyes. “If I am,” he said, “then so are you.”
He took a step forward and swiped his sword at Kendril.
 
Just as Sir Reginald was about to strike, there was a loud crack from the wall. 
He jerked his head up in the direction of the sound, and pulled his rapier away from Joseph’s neck.
One of the curtain rods hanging above the massive ballroom windows crashed down, the heavy curtain still attached. 
Reginald tried to leap back, but the heavy fabric enveloped him and knocked him to the ground. 
Joseph threw his hands up over his face just before the curtain covered him as well.
For a moment there was a muffled cursing as Reginald slashed away with his rapier and free arm, trying to disentangle himself from the weighty mass that engulfed him. He finally managed to tear away the last bit of curtain, and threw it back behind him. As he turned he saw the flash of a rapier behind him.
Sir Reginald lifted his sword, but he was too slow. 
A stinging cut swiped across his hand. He yelped in pain and dropped his rapier. 
Another darting blow came in, and Sir Reginald felt the piercing heat of a blade as it pierced his gut. Shocked, he collapsed backwards. His body shook from pain and fear.
Kara stepped forward, a fiery look in her eyes. Joseph’s rapier was in her hand.
Reginald slid backwards on the floor. He held up a hand. “Wait, please!” he pleaded.
Kara took another step, then slashed the rapier down again.
 
Kendril parried two blows in quick succession, then darted backwards as Lord Bathsby pressed forward. 
The nobleman was a superb swordsman, and his rapier moved almost too fast to see. With a longer sword Kendril might have stood a better chance, but Bathsby was using the extra reach of his weapon to full advantage. 
It was all Kendril could do to fend Bathsby’s attacks off.
He leapt out of the way as Bathsby’s rapier skated across the top of one of the pews. 
Bathsby gave it an angry kick and sent it toppling over with a resounding crash. 
Kendril spun inside Bathsby's defenses, and gave the nobleman a shallow cut across the left shoulder. He dodged back and barely blocked Bathsby’s infuriated return blow. 
Bathsby stopped for a moment, and glanced down at his bleeding shoulder. He looked back at Kendril, and whipped his rapier back into position. 
“First blood to you, Kendril,” he said with a smile.
The Ghostwalker didn’t respond. He took the brief interlude to catch his breath.
Bathsby lifted his sword in a salute. “Last blood will be mine.”
His rapier sliced forward again.
 Kendril moved to block it, but the force of the blow was so strong that the short sword in his left hand was knocked clear away. It bounced off into the pews. 
Eyes gleaming, Bathsby pressed forward again, and jabbed at Kendril’s face.
The Ghostwalker knocked away the rapier with his short sword, then hurled back another slash at Bathsby’s legs. 
Bathsby suddenly twisted his wrist, and subtly changed his aim. 
In a blinding moment of realization, Kendril saw that his own sword was too short to stop it, the angle too extended. 
He tried anyway, and braced himself for the inevitable.
Bathsby’s rapier slashed into his leg. It penetrated all the way through. 
Kendril bit his lip against the pain. Searing fire tore through his limb. He stumbled back, and almost lost the grip on his remaining sword. 
“Second blood to me,” said Bathsby. 
He plunged the tip of his bloodied rapier towards Kendril’s chest.
 
Kara’s sword cut across Sir Reginald’s outstretched hand, and sliced through two of his fingers. 
Sir Reginald screamed and clutched his bleeding hand.
Kara moved forward again. Her blade hovered just over Sir Reginald’s prostrate form.
“Kara!” Joseph dragged himself out from under the curtain, holding his arm tight against his bleeding side. “Kara, enough!”
“It’s not enough,” she said. Her eyes never left the cowering figure of Sir Reginald.
Her blade came down again.
 
 There was a skittering clang as Kendril parried Bathsby’s blow, and threw the rapier back as he vaulted forward with an assault of his own. 
Surprised, Bathsby backed hard against one of the pews, and overturned it as he avoiding the Ghostwalker’s sword.
Kendril limped backwards toward the chapel dais. Blinding pain shot up his leg with each step. 
Bathsby turned and launched another quick set of cutting blows. 
Kendril managed to deflect two of them, but as he leaned back on his wounded leg the pain was so great that it caused him to waver a moment.
It was all Bathsby needed. 
The nobleman snapped off a quick swipe with his rapier that caught Kendril’s sword and flung it over the altar rail and into the corner. 
He was completely defenseless. 
Kendril reached for his belt, but Bathsby was already moving in. 
His rapier came down towards the Ghostwalker’s chest. And this time, there was no stopping it.
 
Sir Reginald screamed again as the rapier bit into his leg.
“Please,” he cried, trying to slide away, “please, I beg you!”
“Kara!” Joseph shouted again. He struggled to get to his feet. “He’s unarmed!”
“He killed my brother!” she said. The rapier trembled in her hands.
Joseph got to his feet with a grunt, pressing his hand harder against his wounded side. “Don’t do it, Kara,” he said in a quieter voice. 
She didn’t reply. Tears of rage and frustration formed in her eyes. The sword in her hand continued to shake violently, but she kept it pointed at Sir Reginald.
The doors to the ballroom opened and several of Mulcher’s men stepped inside. They stopped in surprise when they saw what was before them.
“Don’t be a murderer, Kara,” said Joseph again. He took a hesitant step away from the wall. 
She clenched her hand on the weapon, indecision in her eyes. 
For a terribly long moment, no one in the hall moved. 
Kara’s lowered the blade. She took a deep breath, and stepped away.
The men came forward and grabbed the shaking and bleeding Sir Reginald. 
Kara dropped the rapier and covered her face with her hands. She fell to her knees on the ballroom floor, and began to weep fiercely.
Joseph limped over to her and put his free hand on her shoulder.
 
Kendril threw up his arm at the last second. It saved his life. 
Bathsby’s rapier penetrated his arm just above the elbow, passing completely through it and into Kendril’s upper chest. Though he could feel the steel tip scrape against his ribs, the point didn’t penetrate to his heart. 
Bathsby withdrew the blade with a snarl. 
Kendril collapsed onto the steps of the dais. He clutched his bleeding chest with his unwounded arm. 
Bathsby took a step back, then kicked the Ghostwalker hard on his left side. 
All the old pain from Kendril’s crossbow wound seemed to suddenly explode to life, and mixed in with the screeching new pain in his chest, arm, and leg. His breath came in ragged gasps as he tried to pull himself backwards up the dais steps.
Bathsby stepped in front of him, and held the blade held level with Kendril’s face. He gave a sneering smile, then drew his sword back to strike.
“Last blood is mine, after all,” he said.
A pistol shot barked out. 
The bullet struck Bathsby in the back and propelled him forward against the altar rail. His rapier dropped to the ground, and rolled towards Kendril’s feet.
The Ghostwalker used every last ounce of strength he had to rise. He grabbed the sword off the ground. 
The wounded Bathsby tried to turn around. He reached for the dagger on his belt.
It was already too late.
Leaning on his good leg, Kendril rammed the rapier through Bathsby’s heart. 
For a brief moment Bathsby stared at his killer with a face frozen in surprise and hatred. Then he collapsed back, his unseeing eyes staring up at the church ceiling.
Kendril turned slowly around, holding onto the railing for support as he wobbled in place.
Serentha stood a few yards away in the center of the chapel aisle. In her hands she held the pistol Kendril had dropped earlier.
“Good shot,” Kendril said. The rapier dropped from his hands, and he reeled back against the steps of the dais.
Serentha threw the gun to the floor, and ran over to the wounded Ghostwalker. She knelt beside him, tearing off pieces of her dress and pressing them against his wounds. 
Blood was already darkening Kendril’s clothes where Bathsby’s blade had bitten into him.
Kendril stared blankly at the pistol lying on the floor of the church. He turned his head to Serentha. “How--?”
She smiled. “You taught me how to reload it, remember?” She opened her hand and revealed two of Kendril’s pistol cartridges. “I’ve been holding onto them.”
He chuckled despite the numbing pain, then closed his eyes and laid his head back against the wooden steps.
“Hold on,” said Serentha in a worried voice. She pressed a torn piece of fabric against his chest wound. “Help will be coming soon.” She glanced behind her at the chapel doors.
“Jade?” Kendril said. His voice was faint.
She turned her face back to him, her hair brushing against her shoulders.
With considerable difficulty Kendril reached down to his belt with his unwounded arm, and grabbed at one of the gloves that was tucked there. 
Serentha saw what he was trying to do, and pulled the leather gauntlet free. She slid it over his bloodstained hand, and pulled it down hard to his wrist.
As soon as it was on Kendril reached up toward her face. 
Serentha stayed absolutely still. She closed her eyes as Kendril’s gloved hands lightly caressed her cheek, then stroked her hair.
When she opened her eyes again they were filled with tears. “Hold on,” she said again in a choking voice.
Kendril let his hand drop back to the floor. The pain in his shoulder and leg started to lessen. He closed his eyes as the room began to spin around him. He thought he felt Jade’s warm hand against the side of his face, but he couldn’t tell for sure.
The next instant, everything faded into darkness.
 



Chapter 16
 
The first thing Kendril heard was the soft sound of rain tinkling on glass. He didn’t open his eyes, but merely lay where he was, listening. For a long moment he didn’t know whether he was awake or dreaming. Part of him dearly hoped it was dreaming. Without thinking he started to reach over to the woman lying beside him.
A sharp pain shot through his body as he moved, breaking through the fog in his mind. 
There was no woman next to him. And he was not dreaming.
Kendril opened his eyes, blinking for a moment. 
He was in a room, lying in a large bed. To his right were two large windows. The sky outside was gray and overcast, streaked with the soft light of pre-dawn. Rain thudded continually against the windows, dripping down the glass. He shut his eyes again for a moment, and then opened them. He shifted his body ever so slightly.
Pain erupted from his upper chest, stabbing like a hot blade into his flesh. He felt something heavy there, like a bandage, and the same on his leg and arm. 
It all began to come back to him, ever so sluggishly. The chapel. Lord Bathsby. Jade.
He opened his eyes again and looked around the room. His gaze fell on a chair to the left of the bed. 
Kendril stared, and wondered again if he were dreaming.
Jade was sitting there, her head leaning against the cushioned back. She was asleep, one hand limply draped over the chair arm. Her breathing was soft and steady, her chest rising and falling in regular intervals.
She was beautiful, Kendril thought with a sudden pang. Like the day he had first seen her, back in the Howling Woods. 
It seemed like a lifetime ago now.
He lay there for a long while, trying to move as little as possible. The bed was comfortable and warm. It took him a while to realize it was a feather bed. For some reason that seemed particularly ironic.
After a few minutes Serentha began to stir, her eyes blinking open. She looked over at Kendril. A relieved smile formed on her face.
“You’re awake,” she said. She straightened in her chair. “I’ve been so worried about you. We all have.”
Kendril raised his eyebrows. “We?”
“Joseph and Maklavir. Even Kara.”
“Kara?” said Kendril with an incredulous smile.
“Yeah.” Serentha leaned forward and rubbed the sleep out of her eyes. “You’re lucky to be alive, you know. We weren’t sure you’d make it.”
“Word is that I’m a difficult person to kill,” Kendril said. He looked over at the princess. “What about you? Have you been here all night?”
She nodded, and put her hand on top of his arm under the blanket. “I…didn’t feel I could leave you alone. I wanted to make sure you would be all right.”
“What time is it?” Kendril tried to push himself up in bed, but the pain was so great that he quickly gave up the effort. “Have I been out all night?”
Serentha brushed back her hair. “You’ve been unconscious for four days, Kendril.”
He stared over at her. “Four days?”
She nodded. “You were badly wounded.”
Kendril glanced at the door to the room. “What about Bathsby?”
Serentha looked down at the floor. “He’s dead. Sir Reginald and some other officers are still awaiting trial.” She glanced back up. “There may be others involved as well, but Lord Whitmore is not pressing an investigation too hard. He needs the support of the army right now.” The young woman gave a weary smile. “All the nobles have pledged their loyalty to the monarchy. Even the officers of the two regiments that were heading for Balneth from the Calbraithan frontier claim they were coming to stop Bathsby, not help him.”
Kendril leaned his head back against the feather pillow. “Of course. All is well, then?”
She lifted her shoulders. “As well as we can expect, for now. From what I understand most of the Royal Guard loyal to Bathsby surrendered to Sir Mulcher and his men rather quickly, and there was no other real resistance. The noble families have backed Lord Whitmore, and right now he seems to be unopposed in line for the throne.”
Kendril took a long breath. His chest burned with the effort. “So what about the marriage?”
She looked up at him, a sudden sorrow in her eyes. “I’m…I’m to be married to Lord Whitmore tomorrow, Kendril. The coronation will be the following day.”
He shifted his head and looked out the window again.
“Llewyllan needs a King,” Serentha said quietly. “Lord Whitmore has all the qualifications.”
Kendril looked back over at her. “He’s a good man,” he said stiffly. “I’m sure he’ll make a fine King.”
Serentha nodded her head. She looked down at the floor and saying nothing. 
For a long moment there was silence in the room, broken only by the pattering of rain against the windows. 
“I should tell your friends you’re up and around,” she said at last. “They’ll want to know you’re awake.”
 
Kendril cursed as he stepped down another stair, leaning heavily on a makeshift cane.
“You’re doing fine,” said Joseph from behind him. “We’re almost to the bottom.”
“I’ll be happy to get rid of this as soon as I can,” Kendril growled. He moved the cane forward and hobbled down another stair. His other arm hung in a sling. “I feel like a bloody invalid.”
“That’s because you are an invalid,” said Joseph with a smile. “At least for the time being. If it makes you feel better I won’t be jumping any fences for a while either, at least until this wound of mine heals.”
They reached the bottom of the steps. The front hall of the palace stretched before them. 
Maklavir strode up, decked out in a fine new suit. “Kendril! I must say I’m delighted to see you’re still alive, despite all your efforts to the contrary. How are you feeling?”
The Ghostwalker leaned on his cane. “I’ll survive. How about you?”
The diplomat beamed. “I can’t complain. Lord Whitmore has had a bit of a need for my talents recently, mostly in clearing up some matters of a rather delicate nature with some of the noble families. I’m glad to say, however, that we have secured support from almost everyone.”
Kendril gave a sardonic smile. “I’m glad to hear that, Maklavir.” He made the slow journey towards the palace doors, wincing with each step. “What about Kara?”
Joseph walked beside him as Maklavir fell in on the other side. “Whitmore has given her an official pardon for her assistance in putting down this little plot of Lord Bathsby’s.”
“Little plot?” said Kendril. He looked over at the diplomat. “Is that how this whole thing is going to go down in Llewyllian history?”
“Failed attempts to overthrow governments rarely receive much press or praise,” Maklavir commented.
They exited through the doors. 
The rain had stopped, and tendrils of blue sky appeared above. The castle courtyard still bore some of the signs of the battle that had occurred there just a few nights before, but much had already been cleaned up and replaced. 
Sir Mulcher was standing at the bottom of the steps, wearing the white uniform of the Royal Guard. His left arm ended at the elbow, the empty sleeve pinned back to the shoulder of his uniform.
“Mr. Kendril,” he said with a smile. “Glad to see you up and well. A bit touch and go there for a while, eh?”
“I guess so.” Kendril gave Mulcher’s arm a weighty glance. “It looks like you’ve had a bit of ‘touch and go’ yourself.”
Mulcher glanced down at his arm. “Oh, that. Musket ball shattered the bone to pieces. Physicians had to remove it, don’t you know?”
“I’m sorry,” said Kendril.
Mulcher made a face. “Don’t be. This old soldier still has plenty of fight left in him, I can assure you that.”
Joseph came up beside Kendril. “Lord Whitmore has appointed Sir Mulcher the new head of the Royal Guard.”
Kendril inclined his head. “Congratulations.”
Mulcher beamed. “Her Highness has put a carriage on hold for you, for the trip to the cathedral. I’ll have it brought over, if you’re all ready.”
Maklavir nodded. “I think we are.”
Sir Mulcher turned and headed across the grassy courtyard.
“Joseph,” said Kendril quietly, “whatever happened to Lady Bronwyn?”
The scout looked over at his friend. “Who?”
“The black-haired woman wearing the amber amulet.”
Joseph thought for a moment. “Oh, yes, I think I remember her. I haven’t seen her around anywhere. She certainly wasn’t with the prisoners that were taken. Why?”
Kendril frowned, leaning on his cane. “She must have escaped in all the confusion,” he said.
Maklavir gave a hearty shrug. “Either way, I doubt we’ll be hearing from her again.”
The Ghostwalker nodded, but said nothing.
“Ah,” said Maklavir as the coach rumbled towards them down the tree-lined avenue. “Here comes our ride.”
 
The wedding ceremony was truly an epic event. The road to the cathedral was lined with a cheering crowd, and even the sun came out for a bit. The church itself was packed with onlookers, and the nobles were dressed in their finest attire. 
Maklavir, Kendril and Joseph found that seats had been reserved for them uncomfortably close to the front. Kara was already there, wearing a beautiful silken gown instead of her usual green cloak and trousers. Her red hair dangled down in delicate curls, each finely combed and set. 
Joseph stopped cold when he saw her, his mouth open and his eyes wide with astonishment.
Kara cocked her head as she saw his reaction. “Try not to stare too much, Joseph. You’ll start making me feel self-conscious.” Her voice was stern, but she couldn’t hide the smile on her face.
For a moment Joseph nervously fumbled with a reply, but a smiling Maklavir pushed him down into his chair, gave a gentlemanly bow to Kara and then sat himself.
Serentha and Lord Whitmore were married at noon, the church bells ringing loudly as they finally kissed. 
Kendril watched the whole ceremony in silence, his eyes always on the princess. When the newly married couple walked down the central aisle of the cathedral, she glanced over for one brief instant, and caught Kendril’s gaze. 
And then, just as quickly, she looked away.
 
The reception was held at the palace that evening. Music poured out of the open ballroom windows, and fireworks exploded into the night sky above Castle Dunhill, their red and purple tails sparkling down with fizzling pops. 
Kendril escaped the celebration early, limping his way across the castle courtyard with the help of the walking stick. He found the stables against the northwestern part of the wall, and made his way inside. The stalls were dark, heavy with the scent of hay and excrement, but the muffled sound of laughter and music from the palace could still be heard through the loosely boarded walls. 
The Ghostwalker stopped in front of a stall, and pulled back his hood. There was a snort, and then a dark shape lumbered forward, giving a soft bray.
Kendril smiled and smacked the mule fondly on the nose. “Hey there, mush-for-brains. You getting the royal treatment here again?”
Simon gave a wag of his head. Straw fell from his nostrils. 
“Well don’t get used to it,” said Kendril. “We’re going.” He opened the stall door and led the mule out. 
Simon buried his face in Kendril’s shirt, gave another loud snort and lashed his tail back and forth. 
The Ghostwalker sighed. “You’re spoiled, you know that?” He reached into his cloak and pulled out a carrot. “Here. Just one, though. You’re not getting any more.”
Simon took the vegetable, chomping noisily on it as he lashed his tail even harder. 
Kendril took the mule’s bridle, leading him back towards the stable doors. He looked up, and stopped.
“I thought you might leave,” came Serentha’s soft voice. “I was hoping you’d at least say goodbye.”
Kendril looked away. A waltz from the palace drifted out on the night air. “I guess I don’t like long goodbyes,” he said simply.
Serentha stepped forward. “Neither do I.” She paused awkwardly, then shifted a long package that she held in her arms. “I have something for you. To…remember me by.”
Kendril took a cautious step forward, and took the wrapped gift. He gave Serentha a questioning look. 
“Open it,” she said.
He did, tearing away the paper that the object was wrapped in.
It was a rapier, shining brightly even in the tiny amount of moonlight that penetrated the stalls. The wire rim hilt was covered in gold, twisted around into the shape of a peacock with its tail feathers outstretched. Blue and green jewels glittered in a dazzling array along the wings of the bird and down the handle as well. 
Kendril ran a finger down the steel blade. It was razor sharp, made of fine Balneth steel. He looked up at Serentha. Torn emotions showed on his face.
“Jade, I can’t—” he began, standing with the sword awkwardly in his hands.
She nodded quickly. “I know.” She looked into his eyes. “It’s for when you find your redemption.”
Kendril stood silently for a moment, then took the sword firmly in his hands. “Thank you,” he said.
Serentha nodded. She looked away quickly. Kendril could see a sparkle of tears in her eyes. 
“I suppose this is goodbye, then,” she said without looking at him.
Kendril merely nodded.
Jade looked at the ground for a moment, then looked up at him, her voice shaking.
“Goodbye, Kendril. I will never forget you.”
Before he could respond she had turned, walking quickly out of the stables and away across the castle courtyard. 
 
Balneth was quiet as Kendril walked through the cobbled streets. Most of the aristocracy was at the palace celebrating, and the rest of the common folk were either up late at the taverns or snug inside their beds at home. 
He reached the northern gate, nodding to the guards as he passed through to the dark road that stretched beyond. 
Simon gave a soft whine as they stopped along the side of the path a little ways from the city gate.
“Just a moment, boy,” said Kendril. “We’ll be going soon enough.” 
He stepped back to the mule, and took the sword in his hand. He drew it from its sheath and held it up in the moonlight. The balance was almost perfect, the steel light as a feather. He gave it one or two quick swings. The blade sang as it carved through the night air.
He had never seen a finer weapon.
For a moment he held it, looking down the blade in silence. Then he slid it back into its sheath, wrapping the whole weapon again in the paper it had come in. He slid the sword onto the pack on Simon’s back with his good hand, and secured it as tightly as he could. Taking his cane, he started down the long road.
“Well, well,” came a voice from behind him, “you’re out awfully late.”
Kendril turned in surprise. 
It was Joseph, sitting on his horse. The scout gave a quiet smile. “Which direction are you headed?”
The Ghostwalker shrugged, still getting over his surprise at finding the Joseph here. “North, I suppose.” He looked down the dark road. “To Calbraith, or maybe Arbela.”
Joseph whistled. “That’s a bloody fine coincidence. I was just heading north myself.” He eyed the road ahead. “Perhaps we should travel together. It never hurts to have a pathfinder along.”
“And a diplomat, too,” came a voice from the other side of the road. Maklavir appeared from out of the woods, riding Veritas. He stopped the horse and smiled broadly. “Just happened to be in the area. I heard you both were headed north.”
Joseph beamed. “Quite right. You’re not heading north too, are you?”
“I am.”
The scout slapped his leg. “You know, we should all travel together.”
Kendril gave each man a hard look. “I know what you’re trying to do here—” he started.
“Of course,” said Joseph to Maklavir, “we have to consider whether we really want a Ghostwalker tagging along with us.”
The diplomat nodded sagely. “I’ve heard they’re dangerous.”
 “And stubborn,” came Kara’s voice from behind them. The redheaded thief rode up, a new hunting bow and quiver hanging from her saddle. She was dressed in her familiar brown and green weather-stained cloak. 
She smiled. “Someone told me you boys were headed north.”
Joseph shook his head. “By Tuldor’s beard. What are the odds of this? All of us headed the same direction, at the same time?”
Kara pulled her horse next to Joseph’s, patting her mount on its neck. “Perhaps we should all travel together,” she suggested innocently.
Maklavir grinned from ear to ear. “That’s a capital idea!”
All three looked down at Kendril.
“Well,” said Joseph as he leaned on the pommel of his saddle. “What do you say, Kendril?”
For a moment the Ghostwalker said nothing. Then, ever so slowly, a smile formed on his face.
“All right then,” he said at last. There was a sudden glow of warmth in his heart.
“North it is.”
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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, causing a little white circle to form on the skin. 
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 that was aimed at his head. 
“Kendril,” said a voice from behind him, “for the love of Eru put those guns away.”
Kendril kept his eyes shifting 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, and 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’s your friend here. 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 tightening 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, there was a clunk as the man against the wall dropped the sword that had been in his hand. 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 are gone either way. I don’t suppose you managed to procure any coinage last night?”
The Ghostwalker scowled, glancing 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 didn’t 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 didn’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, watching 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 instead of ale.”
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 wandering 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.
Oh well. Such were the vagaries of life.
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, casting 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 quickly pulled on his gloves against the chill. 
Kendril closed the door behind them, glancing 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. Snow was 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, his eyes watching 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, glancing 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 flashing to 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, and 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, knocking it out of Kendril’s grip and into the snow a few feet away. 
His wrist still ringing from the blow, Kendril jumped back, fishing 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, then 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 hurtled 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 erupting 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. 
That, 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, and he took a half step forward. 
Kendril moved back, his eyes never leaving 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.
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