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Chapter One
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“MOTHER DUN,” HER HOST whispered from across the table, “you deserve to know the true reason for my hospitality.”

Knight-Mother Arlise Dun looked up from nursing her precious little girl. Even though she doubted a pregnant craftswoman like Saoirse Mhic Liam posed any threat, one hand crept toward her arming sword. “So you lied to me?”

“Only by omission.” Saoirse refused to meet her gaze. Instead, she glanced between the dirty earthenware dishes. “Hosting you really is an honor, but...I also need your help. Time is running out!”

Muscles tensed as she clutched the familiar enameled hilt. “What do you mean?”

“Someone cursed my family,” Saoirse whispered. She cast a few nervous glances at the bolted door and shuttered windows, a few more at the dark corners of the one-room cottage, and gulped like a fish. “First, our smithy burned down. Then I suffered a miscarriage. Liam did his best to comfort me. Unfortunately, more babies don’t dull the pain of our loss.”

For a moment, only the crackling hearth held silence at bay. Then Saoirse drew a shaky breath. “All of my husband’s tools were destroyed in the blaze, so he journeyed to Caer Blaidd for replacements. Three weeks is enough to make the trip, but three months have passed. Haven’t heard a word from him or about him. I fear the worst, and not just for Liam.” 

Her voice cracked as she pressed a hand against the bump under her green dress. “Last time, my baby died a week after the quickening. Yesterday, I felt a kick for the first time. Mother Dun, I can’t lose another child!”

Gray eyes and ivory cheeks glistened with tears.

Relaxing her grip on her arming sword, Arlise pondered the woeful tale. “You’re sure all of this is connected? Not just a stretch of terrible misfortune?”

Chestnut braids bobbed as she nodded. “Any doubts I harbored died when we found the skull in the tree.”

“The what?”

“A human skull in that tree right outside the front door.” She shivered, then nervously glanced around the cottage again. “Maybe a week after Liam set out for Caer Blaidd, our friend Rian found the damn thing wedged between two of the thickest branches. Somebody had scratched terrible curses into the bone. Curses aimed at myself and my husband.”

Mentally flipping through page after page from old tomes about magic and monsters, Arlise grimaced. If this skull isn’t part of some awful prank, it sounds like someone laid a maledict on Saoirse. 

A form of curse perfected over thousands of years right here in the Vyspan Isles, maledicts behaved...unpredictably. Some didn’t work no matter how much blood and hatred anchored them. Some lost strength over time, others only ended when their creators died, and a handful appeared eternal.

Cradling her daughter, she prayed this maledict wasn’t one of those. Mother Mighty, by all the Prophets, please break this curse when the bone which holds it shatters under my boot. Satisfied with the prayer, she turned to her host. “Where is the skull now?”

“Still in the tree. Walking past the damn thing every day makes my skin crawl, but the thought of touching it is worse.” Again, Saoirse shivered. “When your girl is finished, we can step outside and take a look.”

Scoffing, Arlise unlatched little lips from her breast. “She’d never finish if she had her way. Just drink and drink until she gave herself a bellyache. Isn’t that right, mein Knuddelbär?”

The baby gurgled softly as she suckled at air.

Saoirse chuckled. “A greedy little piglet, isn’t she?”

“Sometimes, but she’s my greedy little piglet.”

After burping her little girl and placing her in a cradle by the hearth—a cradle meant for the child Saoirse had lost—Arlise hurriedly dressed. Breastband tied, tunic belted, but she hesitated a moment before lacing up the stark white gambeson emblazoned with a black Eye of the Mother. Better safe than sorry. Especially in isolated villages like Ó Méith, where the Faith of the Mother was often a veneer over older creeds. Creeds that didn’t frown upon dark magic like curses...or worse.

A loud clank filled the cottage, and she turned to find Saoirse unbolting the door. Thanks to the stubby candle her host held, strange shadows played across her features. “Ready?”

“Ready.”

Rusty hinges groaned softly as they stepped out into the darkness. A chilly breeze blew up from the southeast, rustling barren branches overhead. Candlelight illuminated the thick trunk of an ancient oak not even four yards from the cottage. Saoirse stepped over a gnarled root and pointed up at one of the lowest limbs. “You see? Right up there!”

Sure enough, a skull sat nestled between two boughs. Empty eye sockets glared straight at the open door. Despite over a decade with the Order of Watchers, Arlise shuddered at the way ruddy light from the cottage and candle glinted off the bone. Crimson script wrapped around the skull like a circlet, and its wet sheen left her brow furrowed. Is that...blood?

Scowling, she unbuckled her sword and handed it to Saoirse. “Hold onto Ferde, would you?”

“What are you doing?!”

Arlise shrugged as she strode up to the trunk and searched for a handhold. “Only a close examination of the skull will tell us how to break your curse. Maybe we can just smash it into a thousand pieces. Maybe I’ll have to hunt down the fiend who cursed you. But there’s no way to know until it’s in my hands.”
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