
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Daindreth’s Traitor

	by Elisabeth Wheatley

	 


Copyright 2021 by Elisabeth Wheatley

	All Rights Reserved

	Published by Book Goblin Books

	 

	No Generative AI Training Use

	 

	For avoidance of doubt, Author reserves the rights, and grants no rights to, reproduce and/or otherwise use the Work in any manner for purposes of training artificial intelligence or machine learning technologies to generate text, text to speech, voice, or audio including without limitation, technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as the Work, unless individual or entity obtains Author’s specific and express permission to do so. Nor does any individual or entity have the right to sublicense others to reproduce and/or otherwise use the Work in any manner for the purposes of training artificial intelligence or machine learning technologies to generate text, text to speech, voice, or audio without Author’s specific and express permission.

	 

	For inquiries, email support@elisabethwheatley.com

	



	

Table of Contents

	 

	Chapter One

	Chapter Two

	Chapter Three

	Chapter Four

	Chapter Five

	Chapter Six

	Chapter Seven

	Chapter Eight

	Chapter Nine

	Chapter Ten

	Chapter Eleven

	Chapter Twelve

	Chapter Thirteen

	Chapter Fourteen

	Chapter Fifteen

	Chapter Sixteen

	Chapter Seventeen

	Chapter Eighteen

	Chapter Nineteen

	Chapter Twenty

	Chapter Twenty-One

	Chapter Twenty-Two

	Chapter Twenty-Three

	Chapter Twenty-Four

	Chapter Twenty-Five

	Chapter Twenty-Six

	Chapter Twenty-Seven

	Chapter Twenty-Eight

	Chapter Twenty-Nine

	Chapter Thirty

	Epilogue

	 

	Daindreth’s Sorceress

	About the Author



	

[image: A map of a treasure island

Description automatically generated]

	

	 


For Christian

	 

	I think you are Daindreth brought to life, but we can tell

	everyone you're Thadred if you want to.
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	Amira

	 

	The Istovari archers surrounded them on all sides in a vanguard. Amira walked close beside Daindreth, her hand clutching his.

	The Istovari had taken their weapons and had wanted to shoot Daindreth on sight. Sairydwen, the sorceress whose life they’d saved, had convinced her brother, Tapios, not to kill the archduke. At least not for now.

	Tapios appeared to be the leader of the small band, which was odd. Among Istovari, it was the women who led the clan. They were the ones who could pass magic onto their children, after all. Yet Tapios commanded young girls and even a few women among his ragtag troops. 

	They were all Istovari, but none of them appeared to have any significant amount of magic as far as Amira could tell. All the same, she’d learned the hard way that a well-trained sorceress, even a weak one, could be dangerous. She’d had her arm dislocated by Sairydwen’s cleverness back in Lashera.

	These Istovari might not be imperial soldiers, but they kept her and Daindreth at arms’ length, never within reach, and moved with a trained proficiency. 

	Worst of all, they treated Amira and Daindreth like enemies.

	Amira’s only consolation was that the Istovari hadn’t killed them yet and her name seemed to mean something to them.

	Amira Brindonu—daughter of Cyne Brindonu and Renner of Hylendale, now King Hyle. Though Amira hadn’t seen her mother in over nineteen years, Cyne had been the daughter of one of the clan leaders. It had been part of the reason she’d been married to Hylendale’s heir. Cyne had been a princess in her own way, Amira supposed.

	Though many things had changed, Amira had to wonder just how much had changed. Who led the clan now? How many sorceresses had survived the fall of the tower? No one really knew for sure. How many of their families had made it into the wilderness?

	There were rumors and legends of sorceresses living in grand cities within the Cursewood. Then again, just as many claimed they roved in fur pelts, eating animals raw.

	Two young men dragged Iasu, the Kadra’han sent by Empress Vesha. His mission had been to kill Amira and take Daindreth home. Thanks to the Istovari, the imperial had been struck in the thigh by an arrow. Blood from the wound dripped down his knee and stained his leg. Unlike Daindreth and Amira, the imperial’s hands were lashed behind his back. 

	He caught Amira looking and glared at her. 

	Iasu and Amira had studied together years ago as children. Her father had been clever enough to know that a knight’s training wouldn’t be the best use of her abilities and had shuffled her off to distant Kelamora, where Kadra’han were taught. 

	How he’d managed to broker that deal, Amira still didn’t know. She suspected Cromwell, her father’s lawyer, steward, and right-hand man. Usually, if something unexplained happened in Hylendale, Cromwell could be blamed. 

	“How much further?” Daindreth asked, looking to Tapios.

	“No questions!” snapped a young girl on Daindreth’s other side. She shifted the bow in her hands but didn’t move to raise it. 

	Amira studied the girl. There was a half-mindedness to the way she held her bow and the way she moved over the forest floor. At the same time, tension made her movements jerky and shaky. 

	The girl might be used to the forest, but she wasn’t used to strangers. 

	“Soon, archduke,” Tapios responded, not bothering to look in Daindreth’s direction.

	“I told you, Thadred is still out there,” Daindreth said. “The kelpie—”

	“No one survives a kelpie.” Tapios paused long enough to cast the archduke a look that might have been sympathetic or might have been condescending. Amira didn’t know the man well enough to tell. “Your friend is dead.”

	At Tapios’ side, Sairydwen spoke. “I’m sorry.” The sorceress’s sentiment was soft and sorrowful as she drew further into her brother’s cloak. 

	Amira and Daindreth both glanced at Sairydwen. When they’d found Thadred with the sorceress, he had had tried to protect her from the attacking kelpie. 

	Before that, she’d taken Thadred as her hostage. Yet according to Sairydwen, Thadred had helped her escape the Kadra’han and the Kelamora assassins after being taken captive. 

	Taking in her mangled hands, it would have been almost impossible for her to use spells. It seemed believable the two formed some sort of alliance or bond during their time together.

	They trudged on through the forest and Amira kept watching the Istovari. They were untested as best she could tell. Maybe used to patrolling the forest for beasts and other threats, but they were too uneasy. She guessed the Cursewood didn’t get many visitors.

	A stench tickled Amira’s nose. Was it another trick of the forest or bog? Then the air shifted and the unmistakable stench of rot, urine, and burning flesh stung her nostrils. Amira stifled the urge to gag. 

	Daindreth coughed, covering his mouth with his sleeve. “What is that?”

	Even the Istovari winced. A few of them coughed, too.

	“Gah,” one of the young men muttered. “We approached from the wrong side.”

	It took Amira a moment to recognize the smell. It seemed out of place in this wild labyrinth of the Cursewood. 

	“A tannery.” Amira couldn’t help but be surprised. It was a such a mundane and normal thing. “They’re tanning leather.”

	Despite the unpleasant smell, Tapios and the Istovari archers showed no sign of turning around. They pressed on, a few of them holding their sleeves to their faces.

	The stench only worsened. Their group pressed through a line of moss-covered stones. As soon as they stepped through, the ka rippled in the air around them. It shimmered like a curtain and slid through Amira’s body. A worming sensation went through her like a thousand tiny snakes, but it distracted her momentarily from the reek of the tanning vats.

	The sun slapped Amira in the face, and she had to squint. Looking up, she found herself peering between the boughs of solid, towering oaks. They were natural trees without the Cursewood’s taint—healthy and strong, with green buds just coming into their spring foliage. 

	Bright grass bent under her feet. The air was lighter, even if it still held the stench of the vats. All around her, she could feel the spark and shimmer of ka in the air, tantalizing her with its presence. The poisonous taint to the air was gone.

	Looking back, Amira could see the Cursewood tangling behind them, but she couldn’t quite sense its power from here. 

	How had the Istovari sorceresses done that? It was almost as if the Cursewood didn’t exist from where she stood and yet she could see it.

	Dozens of boys and girls used poles to stir the contents of massive cauldrons. Nearby, several older boys were hard at work with curved blades, scraping fat, flesh, and hair off slippery pelts. 

	A yelp sounded, followed by the excited cry of a child. “The rangers are back!” 

	The sight of the Istovari had most the children dropping their tools and running across the open ground, their aprons flapping, their arms and faces stained with the gore of their work. 

	Something was off, but Amira couldn’t place it. The unknown nagged at her, irritating as a splinter under her fingernail.

	“Stay back!” Tapios held up a warning hand.

	The children stopped a few paces away, but that didn’t stop them from crowding around or letting loose a slew of questions.

	“You found her?”

	“Mother Sairydwen, are you alright?”

	“Who are they?” asked another, pointing to Amira and Daindreth.

	“She’s pretty!” a girl said, looking to Amira. “Where did she come from?”

	“Who’s that? Is he hurt?” Another girl’s brow furrowed with concern as she noticed Iasu, head hanging as he stood supported by two Istovari. 

	“Not now, children.” Tapios’ words dripped impatience, but not quite anger. “Later. You’ll hear of it later. Now back to work.”

	A chorus of displeased groans sounded all around.

	“You’ll ruin the hides!” Tapios insisted. “Back to work, all of you.” The young man shooed them away, swatting at several like unruly lambs.

	The children raced back to their work. Several of the cauldrons that had indeed begun to bubble over, but hardly any of the children took their eyes off the adults as they passed.

	“I can help!” cried one of the boys, probably no more than fifteen.

	“Yes,” Tapios agreed. “And right now, you can help by tanning those hides.”

	“Give it time,” said one of the Istovari archers as their small group shuffled past. The young man couldn’t have been more than a year or two older than the other boy. “You’re not ready for man’s work yet.”

	“Hey!” cried the younger. As he spun around, Amira noticed they had the same freckles and the angled jawline. Brothers, if she had to guess.

	“I’m just as good with a bow as you!” the younger shouted, waving the tanning knife.

	“Enough!” Tapios spun to his Istovari, gesturing for them to keep up. “Let’s go.”

	As they made their way through the bubbling cauldrons and the children, Amira realized what was wrong—none of the cauldrons had fires underneath them and there was no smoke, only steam.

	Ka pooled at the bottom of each cauldron, flickering and pulsing as if it were flame, but it wasn’t. The children nursed the pools of ka, guiding and shaping them from moment to moment. 

	It was so…strange. 

	Amira didn’t realize she was staring until one of the Istovari archers shot her a hard glare and Daindreth tugged her hand. She cleared her throat and faced forward, fighting self-consciousness.

	Amira had been an assassin for years, hunting and killing men as vile as they came. She was a princess, if a bastardized one. She was betrothed to the heir of the greatest empire the world had ever known. She had fought cythraul and won, and she had entertained the most powerful people on the continent. In her relatively short life, she had seen things most people only imagined in their wildest dreams and worst nightmares.

	Yet she turned into a gawping fool at the sight of a little thermal magic. Literal child’s play.

	They moved past the line of oaks and large stone mounds came into view. At first, Amira thought they were cairns like those that had once been used for the burial of the wealthy, but then a woman in a brown wool kirtle exited one. The woman carried a basket on one hip and as soon as she spotted Tapios and the others, she dropped it, spilling wheels of cheese on the ground.

	Ignoring her cargo, the woman gathered up her skirts and raced toward them. “Sairydwen!” she cried. “Sairydwen, we thought—oh goddess.” She caught the other woman and wrapped the battered sorceress in a tight embrace. 

	The stranger’s ka shimmered over her in a thin veil. She was a sorceress, too. Not a minor or middling one like those who were in Amira and Daindreth’s armed escort, either. This woman was stronger than Sairydwen, though it was hard for Amira to know by how much.

	The two women exchanged words, but Amira couldn’t catch them. Within moments, another woman emerged from the stone mound, much younger than the first.

	That girl let off a cry and soon men and women were flocking from the surrounding houses, running to Sairydwen, calling out to the archers, laughing, asking questions, trying to catch Tapios’ attention. 

	Every single woman was a sorceress, and more than half of the men had signs of the gift, too. Ka roped and sparked around them like vines. Many of them even had spells running through their clothes, though she couldn’t tell what the purpose of the spells were. 

	None of them looked like what she remembered sorceresses to look like. Instead of the long red, burgundy, or black gowns, these women were in dark woolen kirtles belted with rope or sometimes leather belts. The men were dressed similarly, their dark trousers gathered at the tops of their boots. Their clothes were well-made, and they all appeared to have shoes, but other than that they didn’t look any better than the serfs in one of Hylendale’s farming villages.  

	These people were mud-stained, callused, and stank of sweat and hard labor. They were nothing like the groomed and coiffed elites from Amira’s memory. 

	Amira turned in a half-circle, still holding Daindreth’s hand. The entire settlement was woven with spells, veins of ka crafted into the strange houses, the nearby well, and even parts of the ground itself. Ka had been threaded into complex, seemingly decorative designs, invisible to the naked eye and yet not seeming to serve any purpose.

	That seemed the sole part of this settlement dedicated to beauty. The low mound houses were covered in greenery and judging by the sheep pens and gardens between them, this place was built first and foremost with practicality in mind.

	“This way,” Tapios prompted, leading Amira and Daindreth onward into the village. 

	Four of the archers stayed close behind them as they ventured deeper into the settlement. The rest dispersed, two of them taking Iasu into one of the low mound houses. Amira noted which house it was in case she had to find the bastard later. 

	As best she could tell, several generations lived together in each house. There were children of all ages and even some elders. It wasn’t quite a city, but by all appearances, it was a thriving community. 

	Amira pulled closer to Daindreth, squeezing his hand tight. “If we’re separated, don’t tell them anything,” she said. “Refuse to answer until they bring us back together.”

	Daindreth kissed the top of her head. “It will be alright.”

	Amira wasn’t so sure, but she didn’t contradict him. 

	Their small group rounded another one of the mound houses, just like all the others. A tall woman came into view, her silver-streaked hair pulled into a tight plait and a lamb in her arms. 

	The assassin froze. Dread pooled in her gut mingled with fear, rage, and…something else. Something halfway to hope from that foolish, childish side of Amira that still didn’t quite believe this woman would hurt her.

	The woman’s face was thinner and there were more creases around the edges of her eyes. Her frame was less sturdy, as if the past nineteen years had aged her by twice that much.

	The archer at her back ordered Amira to keep moving, but then Tapios noticed the woman with the lamb and stopped.

	“Elder Mother.” Tapios inclined his head in a bow. He looked to Amira, for the first time appearing awkward and uncomfortable. 

	“Who are they, Tapios?” the Elder Mother asked, her voice smooth, silky, yet carrying the force of one who has been obeyed without question for a very long time.

	“We found them in the Cursewood. He saved my sister’s life, Elder Mother.” Tapios inclined his head again at that, as if he expected the Elder Mother to be upset.

	“And why do you say that like a little boy who was just caught with his hand in the breadbox?” The Elder Mother set down the lamb and let it race to its mother. 

	“It has created exceptional circumstances,” Tapios said, glancing to the archduke and Amira.

	The Elder Mother’s sharp gaze turned to the two of them. She surveyed them with fresh interest—hard, calculating.

	“The archduke,” the Elder Mother said without hesitating. Her expression turned cold, and Amira wished she had at least one of her daggers. 

	The assassin edged closer to Daindreth, glancing between the archers. Would the Elder Mother try to have him killed here?

	“Please.” Daindreth stepped forward, keeping hold of Amira’s hand. “We came to seek your help.”

	The Elder Mother looked to Tapios. “You were supposed to stop them. Instead, you bring them here?”

	“Yes, Elder Mother, forgive me. As I said, they asked permission to petition you and the others.”

	“There is nothing to petition. It is decided.” The woman spoke with the ferocity of a hissing badger, but when she looked to Amira, her expression changed. “Princess Amira?” She spoke as one might to a frightened colt. “Is that you?”

	Amira had often thought about what she would do when she saw the woman again. She’d expected rage, fury, maybe fear. But now that they were face to face, she felt…nothing.

	The Elder Mother didn’t take offense at Amira’s silence. She looked to Amira and Daindreth’s joined hands and her mouth twisted ever so slightly. 

	“If you want to hurt him,” Amira said, keeping emotion from her voice, “you’ll have to kill me first.”

	That might not have been the wisest thing to say. Ultimatums were rarely helpful in real negotiation, but Amira didn’t want to leave any room for doubt.

	The Elder Mother cocked her head, anger knotting her features as she looked back to Daindreth. “Brought her as a shield, did you?”

	Daindreth pulled Amira closer, angling her behind him. “I came to speak with you.”

	“She’s already in this,” the Elder Mother said. “Is this your idea of petition, archduke? Using her like your dog?”

	“Amira is more precious to me than you can imagine,” Daindreth shot back. “She is not my hostage.”

	“Elder Mother,” Tapios interjected. “Whatever else he may be guilty of, he saved my sister’s life at great personal risk. She vouches for him. I promised him an audience before the full Motherhood.”

	“You owe us that much!” Amira snarled, her voice rising to a shrill pitch. Then, lower, she added, “You owe me that much.”

	“Owe you, child?” The Elder Mother sounded genuinely confused.

	Anger simmered, hot and viscous, in Amira’s chest, mixing with a child’s blind fear. Daindreth squeezed her hand, and she fought her feelings down.

	“Please,” Daindreth said. “We come with no threats, no army. Just ourselves and our request.”

	A tense silence stretched among them. The archers glanced between them all, but none spoke.

	The Elder Mother inspected Daindreth closely, as one might a stray cat suspected of being diseased. She looked to Tapios and the two exchanged a silent look.

	“We will give you the audience,” the Elder Mother said finally. “But,” she pointed to Daindreth, “repeat these commands to your Kadra’han.”

	“No!” Amira shouted and she didn’t have to pretend outrage. The curse of the Kadra’han no longer bound her, but they didn’t know that and if they wanted Daindreth to give her commands… She grabbed his sleeve. “Daindreth, don’t.”

	The Elder Mother was unmoved. She never took her attention off Daindreth. “Give her these commands, exactly as I say, or we will kill you where you stand.”

	Amira’s heart beat faster as a hundred scenarios went through her head. If they wanted Daindreth to give her commands, then they would need to keep him alive to make sure the commands remained binding.

	Daindreth looked to Amira. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. 

	She was aware of Tapios and at least thirty others staring, watching their exchange. Whispers flitted around them, buzzing like flies around a bowl of buttercream, but no one dared interrupt the Elder Mother. 

	Amira’s mouth pressed into a hard line, but she didn’t argue again.

	“Repeat after me,” the Elder Mother ordered. “‘Go with the Elder Mother. Speak only truth to her and all in this village. Do not try to find me and do not try to escape.’”

	Daindreth hesitated and Amira picked up that his reticence was more than an act. Finally, he echoed the instructions, looking straight at Amira. She squeezed his hand tight, concentrating on the words. Now that the curse no longer bound her, she’d have to memorize the commands if she wanted to pretend. 

	The Elder Mother continued. “‘Listen to whatever they have to say. Do not try to harm any of the Istovari, their servants, their homes, their belongings, and do not seek to spy on their secrets or in any way do them harm.’”

	Daindreth finished the orders, still holding Amira’s hand. 

	She spun on the Elder Mother. “Am I to be your prisoner, then?”

	“My guest.” The Elder Mother sounded serious. 

	“I want to stay with my fiancé.” 

	The Elder Mother extended a hand. “Come, child.”

	Amira was more than twenty summers old. She’d killed men and fought monsters and survived things that would have ended lesser warriors. Yet here this woman stood, telling her to come to heel like an unruly pup.

	“We came to throw ourselves on their mercy,” Daindreth said, speaking into Amira’s ear. “I guess this is where we find out how good a bet that was.” He kissed her hair. “I would never ask you to go with them if I thought they’d hurt you. Do you trust me?” 

	Amira swallowed. This had been her plan as much as it had been his. Now he was the one reassuring her. “I’m not afraid for me,” Amira whispered. 

	The Elder Mother kept her attention on them. “Now, archduke.” 

	“I’ll be fine, Amira.” Daindreth sounded far more certain than he should have, all things considered. “Go.”

	It took Amira a moment to remember that she had to obey. She ripped away from Daindreth, getting it over with.

	She shuffled to the Elder Mother. The older woman reached for her hand, but she yanked it back. 

	“Is that anyway to treat your grandmother?” the older woman asked.

	Amira stiffened, a thousand outraged retorts, curses, and accusations aching to come spilling out of her mouth. Instead, she clenched her hands into fists at her sides and glared into the other woman’s eyes.

	“Where’s my mother?” Amira clipped, speaking the word like a curse. “Is she dead?” The assassin let her tone be as flippant as she could, just to make sure they knew she didn’t care.

	“No,” the Elder Mother answered. “She’s assisting with a birth this morning. She’ll be glad to see you.”

	No one seemed to care that Amira wasn’t particularly glad to see any of them. All the same, she was supposedly under compulsion to go with the Elder Mother and not cause problems.

	“Come, child,” the Elder Mother said again, more finality in her tone this time.

	Amira looked back to Daindreth.

	He nodded to her once, putting on a brave expression. 

	“Secure the archduke until the Mothers can be assembled,” the Elder Mother ordered. “Come see us when you are finished, Tapios.”

	“Yes, Mother,” Tapios said with a bow.

	Amira had no choice but to watch as Tapios and the other archers led Daindreth away. Her last glimpse of him was his reassuring smile before he was dragged off.

	“Whatever happens to him,” Amira said, watching where Daindreth disappeared, “I will do to you and worse.”

	The Elder Mother seemed unimpressed, even though Amira supposedly could speak nothing but the truth under Daindreth’s commands. The silver-haired woman surveyed Amira from head to foot, a gleam in her eye that was far too tender for the assassin’s liking. “After all these years,” she sighed with a smile. “You’ve come back to us.” 

	“I’ve come for your help,” Amira answered.

	The Elder Mother studied Amira closer, her eyes sparking. 

	The crowd that had surrounded them stayed looking on, curiosity and fear in their faces. Some followed after Daindreth and his guards, but most of them seemed far too interested in the assassin and the Elder Mother.

	“Amira Brindonu.” The Elder Mother spoke loud enough for all gathered to hear. “My lost granddaughter.” 

	Then she embraced Amira. In front of at least thirty villagers, with the grime of the Cursewood and the muck of the sheep pen covering them both, the leader of the Istovari sorceresses embraced Amira like a prodigal child.

	Amira stood rigid and didn’t return the embrace. Did the woman just expect her to pretend that the tower had never happened?
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	Daindreth

	 

	Daindreth had expected them to separate him from Amira. That had given him time to brace himself and remain composed, but it did nothing to soothe the raging fear once it happened.

	The Istovari weren’t gentle, but nor were they cruel as they herded him to a low mound near the central portions of the village. At first, he thought it was a grave, but then one of them swung open the door on the side, revealing a narrow shaft that could loosely be described as a staircase. The smell of damp earth and roots came from below.

	“Down,” Tapios ordered, gesturing into the darkness. “And don’t try any tricks.”

	Daindreth didn’t move. He wasn’t bound, but Istovari hemmed him in on all sides. He faced the other man. “Where is the Elder Mother taking Amira?” 

	“Somewhere safe,” Tapios said. “Now down.” The grizzled man jerked his head toward the darkness. 

	“How soon will I see her?” Daindreth pressed.

	“When the Elder Mother deems fitting.” Tapios’ jaw tightened, his patience wearing thin. “You’re not in a position to negotiate, Highness. Get in the cellar.”

	Two of the younger Istovari grabbed Daindreth’s arms and shoved him down. The shaft was narrow and the floor uneven. Daindreth could barely make out the shape of the steps in the dark.

	At the bottom, his eyes adjusted. He was in a root cellar stacked with casks and barrels and sealed jars. It was impossible to guess what was inside, but since most of the barrels sat empty in neat stacks, he guessed that this was the village’s winter storehouse. Or at least one of them.

	Thick logs supported the ceiling. Layered stones lined all sides, but roots showed between the cracks, snaking their way through. 

	“Are you going to leave me down here?” Daindreth asked flatly. 

	“You have somewhere else to be?” one of the Istovari boys replied without hesitation..

	Daindreth glanced the boy up and down once. He probably wasn’t more than sixteen, jumpy and cocksure at the same time. Even in his limited experience with fighting, Daindreth knew those were the most dangerous types of fighters, the sorts who knew just enough to get themselves and other people killed. 

	Tapios jerked his head to another young Istovari. “Juliander, the rope.”

	Daindreth stiffened at that. The last time he’d been bound, he’d been strapped to a silver chair and had nearly lost control of his own body forever.

	Here, especially in the village of the people who had placed this curse on his family, was the last place he wanted to be bound again. But what was he going to do? They had Amira, and while he doubted they would hurt her, he wouldn’t put it past them if they thought it would make him more compliant.

	One of the young rangers, presumably Juliander, stepped forward. He had two lengths of knotted twine in his hands. He watched Daindreth with wide eyes, like he was unsure whether to attack or run.

	“Your hands, archduke,” Juliander barked.

	Daindreth exhaled. He understood why they weren’t letting Amira see this part.

	He held out his wrists and the young Istovari attached a length of rope to either one, working the knots with expert efficiency. For all his nervousness and hesitance, he knew what he was doing with rope. Daindreth tried to follow the loops and twists of the cords, but lost track. Amira would have probably been able to spot the weaknesses, but he couldn’t.

	They tied Daindreth against the wall between two support beams, spreading his arms apart. 

	“How long to you plan to leave me here?” Daindreth interjected.

	“As long as we have to.” Tapios didn’t sound cruel, but nor was there any room for argument in his tone. “That’s up to the Mothers. I assume they will speak with Sairydwen and the princess and then make their decision on speaking with you.”

	Daindreth wasn’t worried about either of those women speaking for him. Sairydwen had vouched for him once already and Amira was…well. If there was anyone who had proven she would do anything for him, it was her.

	On second thought, Amira might lose her temper and smash the Elder Mother’s head through a wall. 

	The Istovari sorceresses had left Amira for dead. That wasn’t something that someone, especially Amira, could just forget. He’d seen glimpses of her rage before. He didn’t blame her for hating these women, but if she wasn’t able to control it, that might be a death sentence for them both.

	 Hello.

	Daindreth stifled a groan as Caa Iss slithered awake in his thoughts. He hadn’t heard from the creature since Lashera, but now it seemed that Amira was far enough away.

	Did you miss me, archduke? 

	A sharp throb pierced Daindreth’s skull, painful enough to send bright flashes across his vision.

	Look what you’ve done now. Captured by the Istovari! Who want you dead! Are you really this stupid?

	Daindreth’s eyes watered as the headache intensified, but he blinked back tears of pain to focus on Tapios. “The other assassins in the forest.”

	“They can only come here if they’ve been here,” Tapios said. “Or been shown here by someone who has.”

	Inside Daindreth’s head, Caa Iss was fairly shouting into his thoughts. 

	All that time fighting me to keep yourself and your woman safe and now look—you got yourselves captured and cornered all on your own! You literally walked into this!

	“What about Thadred?” Daindreth gasped.

	“Who?”

	“My cousin. He saved your sister’s life according to her. Will you be going back to find him?” Daindreth was very nearly blinded by then next throb of pain through his head, but he kept his chin up and fought to keep from wavering.

	Stupid, stupid boy, Caa Iss admonished. Got your cousin killed. He died trying to save you. Just like Taylan. How many more must die for your futile resistance?

	“No one survives falling into a river with a kelpie.” Tapios shook his head. There was a finality to his tone when he said, “Your friend Thadred is dead.”
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	Thadred

	 

	Thadred was in a hurry, but that did him little good when he had no idea where he was going. He’d last seen Amira and Daindreth being pursued upriver, so assumed that was the best place to look. 

	All the same, that path took him through twisting riverbeds and in some places the stream slowed to a narrow trickle, far too shallow to have carried him and the kelpie. 

	Yet he had no better plan than to keep moving forward. He couldn’t quite understand this place, but it seemed to shadow the rules of the natural world, even if it didn’t quite follow them.

	The kelpie carried Thadred along the riverbank in some places and through the river in others. Lleuad, as Thadred called the black stallion, was as surefooted on the rocks as any deer. 

	Every so often, Thadred would glance down to the animal’s algae-stained mane just to be sure that this really was happening, and he wasn’t dreaming.

	He still had no idea how he’d managed to not only survive the creature, but put a bridle on it and ride it, but here they were. And though Thadred’s hip, lower back, and bad leg ached incessantly, at least he didn’t have to walk. 

	Lleuad didn’t move like the destriers and palfreys Thadred was used to riding. The stallion lifted his hooves higher and was quicker on his feet, which made for a lithe and swift swamp animal. It also meant that Thadred had to cling to Lleuad’s mane for dear life more than once. At least no one was here to see him struggling.

	Lleuad snorted, jerking to a halt. Without a saddle, Thadred could feel the muscular horse go tense. Lleuad shuffled his hooves and lowered his head, snorting.

	Thadred cocked his head, trying to listen, but heard nothing. “What is it, boy?” Thadred whispered, stroking the stallion’s neck.

	Lleuad raised his head to one of the nearby branches. The Cursewood’s tangled vines hemmed them in on all sides and Lleuad reached for one of the nearest inky branches. He snapped it off in his teeth and there was a crunching sound like breaking glass. 

	Lleuad kept chomping and swished his tail, head bobbing as he snorted and plodded along. 

	Thadred cringed, but couldn’t help chuckle when the stallion’s tongue lolled out and smeared over the horse’s lips. “Does it taste bad?”

	Lleuad snorted.

	“Then why did you eat it?”

	The horse, naturally, didn’t reply. Lleuad carried Thadred onward and along the path of a trickling stream. 

	Cursing, Thadred considered his options. Getting to the Haven seemed his best bet at safety. That was where Amira and Dain would go, anyway. But the sorceress Sair had told him that the Haven could only be found by those who had been there before. 

	Regardless, he had no idea how to go about contacting the Istovari on his own. As much as he might have mixed feelings about the clan of traitorous sorceresses, being their captive seemed like a better option than starving and freezing in the forest.

	On cue, Thadred’s stomach rumbled and reminded him that he hadn’t eaten since that morning when he’d been a captive of the Kadra’han. 

	Thadred looked up at the black trees with their drooping black leaves wrapped in black vines just like this black horse. Everything was black. Black like the pitch used to seal the hulls of the great galleons in Mynadra’s harbor. 

	The stallion stopped again and this time the kelpie’s ears perked up, swiveled toward the trees to their left. It looked like just another collection of bushes and brambles to Thadred, but in this place, one could never be sure.

	“What do you hear, boy?” Thadred murmured, glancing in that direction. 

	The kelpie knew this forest better than anyone else. If he was interested in something, it was worth listening. The stallion chuffed and lowered his head again.

	Thadred nudged the horse forward with his heels and the stallion snorted irritably. It took Thadred a second to remember that this was a wild animal, not one of the carefully trained palfreys of the palace. Lleuad would assume Thadred was just kicking him. While Thadred tried to think of how to go about this, the kelpie stepped forward.

	Lleuad crossed the shallow stream, hooves scraping on the rocks. For an animal that spent half his life in the water, he had impressively solid hooves.

	Thadred held onto the makeshift reins, not sure why he’d bothered anyway. It wasn’t like he had hope of controlling the untrained man-eating beast.

	Lleuad crossed the river, nostrils flaring and ears twitching. His head lowered and he moved slower. 

	Thadred tightened his grip on the animal’s mane just in case. If Lleuad decided to attack something or bolt, he just hoped he’d fall onto soft mud or at least somewhere without rocks or roots.

	The forest was always dark, but it had started to get darker. Soon Thadred expected that it would be too dark to see in front of his face, the way it had on the past few nights here in the Cursewood.

	Could the kelpie see in the dark? Probably. That seemed like something a water-dwelling, carnivorous, possibly magical horse would be able to do. 

	Lleuad crossed the stream and continued into the trees on the other side. For a moment, Thadred feared the kelpie would get them lost, then remembered that they were lost anyway, or at least Thadred was. The kelpie was choosing their path at this point and Thadred accepted it. 

	Lleuad carried him farther and farther into the trees. The horse’s ears twitched with interest.

	Whatever it was, the kelpie seemed more curious than aggressive or afraid. Nonetheless, Thadred still remembered the attack on the Kadra’han and their horses. This animal was fully capable of explosive violence.

	Lleuad stopped in the dark, ears twitching again. 

	Thadred glanced around, searching. Then he caught just the faintest whiff of something familiar. Hope and alarm coursed through him at once. It was a sharp smell and it stank. 

	“Demred’s balls.” 

	He couldn’t understand why any animal would want to go toward that, but Lleuad seemed interested. The kelpie snorted and lowered his head, then turned and plodded off to circle around the smell. 

	“What is that?” Thadred could swear he smelled tanner’s vats, but that made no sense in the middle of the wilderness. Thadred pulled on the makeshift bridle. This time Lleuad heeded him, turning to the side and continuing. The little horse made his way through the branches and the inky brambles, not seeming to notice when they scraped along the thick hair of his legs.

	“We need somewhere to rest for the night,” Thadred said. “Can you understand me?”

	Whether Lleuad did or not, Thadred couldn’t tell, but the muscular animal plodded back into the forest. Thadred scratched at the horse’s neck.

	“Good boy.”

	Lleuad ignored him, black tail swishing. The ground shifted and the kelpie went on, carrying Thadred up a hill slick with mud. 

	Near the top of the hill, Lleuad slipped, hooves skidding out from under him. But just as soon as he had lost his footing, Lleuad regained his balance and plodded on as if nothing had happened.

	Thadred gasped in relief. He hadn’t realized he’d taken the stallion’s mane in a death grip until he let it go.

	This horse had lived his whole life in the swamp. He knew what he was doing.

	Lleuad crested the hill, and a rocky outcrop came into view, not unlike the one that lined the river from yesterday. Thadred glanced up, unable to see the peak of the outcrop in the dark.

	In front of him, there appeared to be pits of darkness—caves, he would guess. Stones rolled under the kelpie’s hooves as he carried Thadred toward the dark.

	“Well.” Thadred shrugged, though there was no one to see it. “It’s better than nothing.”

	The kelpie stopped, whole body rigid. He raised his head and snapped at the air with his teeth.

	“What is it, boy?” Thadred crouched lower as best he could with his sore hip. The horse shuffled his feet and sidestepped.

	Thadred glimpsed light then. For an instant, his heart leapt, then he noticed three figures crouched by a fire near the mouth of the cave. It took him a moment to recognize them, but as soon as he did, his heart sank.

	And here he’d been hoping they were dead.

	The Kadra’han appeared battered, bloody, and far, far worse for the wear. They had only one horse left and all three of them were bandaged in some way.

	The one called Fain, the leader, crouched beside the one called Venner. It appeared Venner’s shoulder was injured, and the older man was working either some spell or medicine over it or perhaps both.

	Contrary to what Sair said and what he’d been able to do with her help, Thadred still couldn’t sense magic the way Amira or any of the other sorcerers could. He wasn’t fully certain that the Kadra’han even had their own magic, but it was possible. 

	Thadred counted in his head. Where was Iasu and the other Kadra’han? 

	He glanced around but couldn’t see a damn thing in the dark. Was one of them going to return from scouting and catch him? 

	If there was one thing for sure, Thadred had no intentions of being taken captive by them again. “Good job, swamp horse.”

	Lleuad ignored him, ears flicking.

	“We should go back,” Venner said, voice strained. “Meet the reinforcements from Svitmorga.”

	Thadred had never hear of Svitmorga. He wasn’t sure he could even pronounce it correctly. 

	Fain didn’t speak for a time, focusing on wrapping the younger man’s arm. 

	The third figure across the fire shifted. “We might still be able to get inside,” said the third. “We can remove the girl before they arrive.”

	Thadred found himself straining to hear, heart beating faster. The girl? Did they mean Sair? 

	“We might,” Fain agreed. “But she could be under protection from sorceresses by now.”

	“Are we afraid of women?” scoffed the figure across the fire.

	“Sorceresses,” Fain corrected, tying off Venner’s bandages. “I saw them in the Battle of the Tower. They leveled entire battalions and the hills under them, too.” He inhaled and stretched his own neck from side to side. 

	“They’ve been weakened since.” The figure across the fire shifted. “Their power is gone.”

	“We don’t know that,” Fain argued. “We’ve assumed that because they didn’t attack the empire, they couldn’t. But we’ve had no reliable intelligence on the sorceresses since they established the Cursewood.”

	Thadred cocked his head to the side, forgetting his own physical pain and the closeness of his enemies in the moment. 

	Sair had made it to the Haven? But it didn’t make sense for them to be talking about Sair. They’d had the chance to kill her already and hadn’t, which probably meant…

	“They might kill the archduke,” the third Kadra’han warned. “We have orders to return him unharmed.”

	Fain’s voice turned sharp. “I know!” As a Kadra’han, he wouldn’t need reminding. His curse would force him to do everything possible to see that the commands were carried out. 

	“Then…” The Kadra’han let those words hang for a long moment. “We can’t wait. The archduke could be in danger.”

	“I don’t believe that the Istovari girl would let him be harmed.”

	Istovari girl? They must mean Amira.

	“She could have been working with them from the start,” the third figure argued. It annoyed Thadred that he still didn’t know the guy’s name. “That might have been why she abducted him from the palace.”

	Thadred’s brows shot up at that. Abducted was a funny word for it. How exactly did they think that one girl had abducted a grown man from the middle of an imperial palace? She might be an Istovari, a trained assassin, and scrappy as a dockside bouncer, but no one was that good, not even Amira. She couldn’t have gotten Daindreth out if he wasn’t willing.

	“I have considered it,” Fain agreed.

	Thadred grinned in excitement despite everything. They were talking about Amira. That meant she found the Haven, Daindreth too.

	They were safe, at least for now. Unfortunately, it sounded like their safety was in question from several sides.

	“The Svitmorga forces will be here by nightfall tomorrow,” Fain said. “Now that Jumer knows the way, he can bring them straight here. As soon as he arrives, we will act.”

	“The archduke could be dead by then.” The unnamed Kadra’han added something that sounded like a curse.

	“Yes,” Fain agreed. “He might. But we’ll most certainly be dead if we try to save him on our own.” Fain slugged Venner in the shoulder as if to make the point. The other man winced. “Venner can’t use his shield arm. And both of us have lost blood, too.”

	The Kadra’han across the fire cursed.

	“I don’t like it either,” Fain said.

	The three of them kept talking in circles with the third Kadra’han pressing that they should try to get inside the Haven and rescue Daindreth while they had the chance.

	As Thadred listened, more and more became clear. The Kadra’han had found the Haven somehow, or rather been found by Istovari whom they had escaped and then followed to the Haven. 

	Thadred’s joints ached more and more as he watched, but he stayed as he was, listening. He should have fled already, he knew that. It was dangerous to be this close and wait this long, but this might be his only chance of not dying in this gods-forsaken wilderness.

	Oddly, Lleuad didn’t try to attack the Kadra’han or their surviving horse. Thadred wasn’t sure why, but that was par for the course at this point.

	As Fain came close to raising his voice at the younger Kadra’han, it began to rain. Just a light sprinkle, but Thadred was guessing, with his luck, that it would turn into a downpour at any moment. He couldn’t hear the voices of the Kadra’han over the sound of the rain anyway and he certainly couldn’t risk getting closer.

	“Well, boy,” Thadred sighed. “I guess we need to find another place to crash for the night.”

	He let Lleuad have a loose rein and hoped the stallion would take him somewhere dry. 
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	Amira

	 

	The scene didn’t look like something out of her nightmares, but Amira kept having to remind herself that she wasn’t in one. The last time she’d seen this woman had been in those dreams, when she relived the horror of the Battle of the Tower. In those dreams, the Elder Mother was strong, tall, and at the height of her power. 

	She seemed lessened now. She wasn’t quite frail, but nor was she as formidable as Amira remembered. The assassin watched the Elder Mother pour tea into two small teacups.

	The two of them were in the large central mound at the middle of the village, which had proven to be more of a complex unto itself. 

	According to her grandmother, this complex had been the first living quarters for the sorceresses when they had come to this place, hence its many rooms and chambers. The building was an odd mismatch of stone, thatch, and living roots that knotted and tangled through the inside like ivy on the outside of a house. 

	A brazier lit by glowing stones warmed the hearth and Amira could see a spell binding the heat within the stones. She remembered nothing like that from her childhood.

	The floor was packed dirt and tidy like the rest of the mound. It was a different kind of cleanliness than the spotless palace of Mynadra. This was a kind of ordered chaos, like the trees and the roots and the stones had been politely asked to mind the furniture. 

	It was strange, yet comforting, in an odd way. Amira might have liked it if she’d been in different company.

	The Elder Mother passed Amira one of the teacups and sat across from her by the worn table. 

	Amira lifted the steaming mug to her lips and inhaled deeply. It was black with a subtle sweet smell. “How did you get this?”

	The Elder Mother replied with a gentle smile. “The cups? Iona across the village is most skilled with a potter’s wheel.”

	“The tea,” Amira said, deliberately. “Imported black tea infused with vanilla and bergamot—commonly known as Imperial Brew. It’s shipped in from the Spice Islands and only under special charter from King Hyle.”

	And it was massively expensive. Amira knew because a few years ago, several smugglers had begun bringing bootleg Imperial Brew into the harbors, costing Hylendale a small fortune in lost taxes. Her father had sent her on a swift mission to handle the smugglers and end their operation. 

	The Elder Mother shrugged her narrow shoulders. “We have our ways.”

	Amira’s eyes narrowed. “You’ve had contact with the outside world.”

	“I would think you’d know that by now. Didn’t Sair tell you anything? Didn’t your friend Cromwell?”

	Amira bristled at mention of the lawyer, squeezing her teacup tighter. “He’s not my friend.”

	“No?” The Elder Mother sipped her own tea. “My mistake. He always spoke very highly of you.”

	Amira almost threw her teacup but stopped herself. Daindreth had ordered her not to hurt anyone and she had to pretend to still be bound by her curse.

	The Elder Mother set down her teacup and smiled at Amira. “I’m sure you must be very tired.”

	It was barely midafternoon by Amira’s reckoning, but unfortunately, the other woman was right. When they had reached the mound, the Elder Mother had ordered one of the young girls who followed her around to have a room made ready for Amira and fresh clothes, too. She’d have been lying if she claimed she wasn’t eager to sleep in a real bed, but she had more pressing matters on her mind. 

	“When do I get to see Daindreth again?” Amira didn’t expect a straight answer, but she did plan to pester them until they gave in or she found a way to see him regardless.

	The Elder Mother pursed her lips tighter. “Your liege lord?”

	Amira raised her chin. “He’s my liege lord, yes.” 

	The Elder Mother’s eyes flashed so quickly Amira barely caught it—anger—but she wasn’t sure if it was directed at her or something else.

	“You were fine to leave me leashed to my father for years,” Amira spat. “Having me do his dirty work in the shadows. Kill for him.” Her lip trembled and she stopped herself, blinking quickly. 

	“We had no way to get to you,” the Elder Mother said. “By the time we learned you had survived the tower, you’d already taken a Kadra’han’s vows. There was nothing we could do.”

	“I survived you, you mean.” Amira imagined what it would be like to punch the old woman.

	The Elder Mother was silent for a long space of heart beats. 

	Amira resisted the urge to shift in her seat. Had the plan been to just ignore that small detail? That the Elder Mother and the others had tried to kill Amira, but failed? Had they really thought she’d just forget that?

	“I am sorry for how things played out,” the Elder Mother said finally. “It’s not what any of us wanted.”

	“You tried to kill me,” Amira said, her voice hard. “I have the scars to prove it.”

	“You know nothing,” the Elder Mother shot back.

	Anger rising, Amira gripped the edge of the table. She could feel a tingling along her scars, reminding her of just what had happened that day so many years ago. “I know you took a knife and slashed it across both of my arms. I know you left me bleeding out on that floor and it was only because Emperor Drystan’s Kadra’han found me that I lived.”

	The Elder Mother shook her head. “Now is not the time to discuss this.”

	“No?” Amira’s voice trembled as she struggled to stay under control. She reminded herself that Daindreth was their prisoner and she needed to pretend that she was bound by his command not to harm the Elder Mother. 

	“I cannot begin to explain to you what we went through in that tower. What we are still going through.”

	Amira forced herself to remain seated with one hand gripping the edge of the table. Inwardly, she recited every curse, obscenity, and insult she knew. “Daindreth,” she said shortly. “When do I get to see Daindreth?”

	“You’re very concerned for him,” the Elder Mother remarked, 

	Amira bristled at that. “I am marrying him,” she retorted, with just an edge of venom to her voice.

	“Your father gave you away to him,” the Elder Mother said. It wasn’t a question.

	“I’d think you’d be pleased. Who wouldn’t want their granddaughter to be an empress? Their great-grandson to be an emperor?”

	The Elder Mother’s nostrils flared. She took just a moment too long speak again, but when she did, some of the tension left her shoulders. “You’re not pregnant.”

	Amira cocked her head to one side. She thought about lying but guessed the Elder Mother had ways of knowing. “Not yet. But it’s just a matter of time. I plan to give Daindreth as many little archdukes and archduchesses as he wants.” 

	“You are a sorceress of the Brindonu line.” The Elder Mother stiffened. “You are not a broodmare for that cursed dynasty.”

	Amira’s eyes narrowed. “You want to speak of their curse? Fine. Let’s speak of their curse. How do we break it?”

	The Elder Mother shook her head. “Amira, you don’t know what you’re talking about.”

	“Don’t I?” Amira clung to composure, fighting to keep her bubbling anger contained. “I know that you bound Caa Iss to his father. I know he hears that thing day and night, and I know that thing wants to take him over. I know that the curse passed to Daindreth when he was eleven. What I have wondered is how you meant to control Caa Iss. I know you must have had a way or at least some bargain.”

	The Elder Mother shook her head resolutely. “You don’t understand any of this.”

	“Then make me understand!” Amira almost shouted. “Tell me why you set a cythraul on the throne of the empire, Elder Mother.”

	The Elder Mother stared at Amira for a long time. “We made a mistake, Amira.”

	Of all the things that the Istovari matriarch could have said, that was among the most shocking. Amira had never expected to hear an admission of guilt at all. 

	“We thought we could control Emperor Drystan through the cythraul, but the creature found a way around our bargain. As they do.”

	Amira brimmed with questions, but she didn’t dare interrupt, not while the other woman was talking.

	“We tried to turn him into our savior, but we created our own destruction.” The Elder Mother shook her head sadly. “We don’t know how to break the curse. But if the bloodline ends, there will be no one for the cythraul to inhabit.”

	Amira was shaking her head before the Elder Mother finished. “If you touch Daindreth—”

	“I will do nothing without the consent of the entire council,” the Elder Mother said. “It was a mistake we all made and one we must agree on how to fix.” The Elder Mother’s expression fell, the creases in her face deepening and her shoulders drooping, as if they suddenly held a great weight. “What we did to you was one of our mistakes,” she said. “But we can’t change it now.”
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