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	Thadred

	 

	Thadred wasn’t ignoring the viscountess, not strictly speaking. He just wasn’t going to change his next words no matter what she said. 

	“So, while I appreciate His Majesty’s desire to honor the empress and her people, many of us have concerns.”

	“Concerns, yes.” Thadred leaned heavily on his cane. 

	Viscountess Daphne had insisted on walking in the hedge maze, probably fearing they might be overheard. She had requested an audience with the High Inquisitor under the pretense that there were possible cythraul demon sightings in her husband’s lands.

	Thadred’s official imperial assignment these days was to make inquiries and investigate reports of the demons. However, it quickly became clear that Daphne had no concerns about the cythraul as the conversation had quickly turned to politics. 

	“This proclamation threatens to undermine centuries of legal precedent,” added Viscount Torsten, the viscountess’s husband. He kept himself firmly between Daphne and Thadred, as if he feared the knight might snatch her and run off right here.

	Thadred had tumbled Daphne a few times, but it had been well before she and the viscount had married. Even Thadred knew better than to meddle with married women. Daphne now considered herself Thadred’s dear friend.

	As a favor to her dear friend, she had helped sway her husband, and by extension his family, into supporting the emperor through several controversial tax levies. As such, she was entitled to ask favors of her own. 

	Thadred just wished he wasn’t the one who had to grant those favors. 

	“Tory has an older sister,” the viscountess reminded Thadred, patting her husband’s shoulder as she used his nickname. “With this proclamation, what’s to stop her and her husband from trying to take our estate?”

	Emperor Daindreth, Thadred’s cousin, had announced his wife was expecting a child in the fall. Along with that happy announcement, he had issued a proclamation of supreme primogenitor—a fancy way of saying the crown would pass to his eldest child, regardless of whether they were male or female. 

	Thadred prepared to repeat the response that had been reviewed by a dozen or so imperial lawyers and advisors. “The proclamation of supreme primogenitor applies only to the Fanduillion-Brindonu house. Only those with Istovari blood will be able to make such claims.”

	Viscountess Daphne exhaled a sharp breath. “So your lawyers say, but if a daughter is announced as heir over a son, think of the consequences.”

	Thadred smiled. “My dear viscountess—”

	Her husband glared at the term of endearment.

	Thadred cleared his throat and started over. “Viscountess Daphne, I understand your concerns. But the fears regarding succession among the nobility have been addressed. You shall not have to fear your sister-in-law taking anything.”

	“But if the throne is inherited by a woman, then my sons may have to defend their inheritance from their sisters!” the viscount interjected.

	Thadred schooled his face into one of empathy and concern. These were exactly the objections Cromwell and other advisors had cautioned when Emperor Daindreth issued the proclamation.

	But the Istovari sorceresses had accepted this as a compromise. They’d initially demanded a matrilineal succession—they must have known they wouldn’t get it outright. 

	But there was still a very real possibility that the next inhabitant of the White Throne would be an Istovari sorceress. Istovari magic passed along the maternal line, so if a sorceress took the throne, that would ensure at least two generations of her and her descendants ruling over the empire. 

	The empire still had months until they would know if the couple’s firstborn would be male or female. Thadred was content to put off these questions until then, but much of the empire was not.

	The next ruler was going to have magic either way. It was just a matter of whether a woman would rule if there were male options. 

	“There are reasons for the rules, Lord Thadred,” Daphne continued. “Order. In the days before inheritance was standardized, there were feuds and squabbles fought across the land. Second sons, sons-in-law, nephews…”

	Thadred had once appreciated Daphne’s knowledge of political history. Now he wished she knew a little less. Because she was right. Every time inheritance or succession was altered, especially at this scale, trouble arose.

	“My lady, I understand your concerns. Truly, I do.” Thadred kept his voice calm, charming, but not too charming lest he upset her husband. “But surely you have heard of the work the Istovari have done to help the people of Yndra and those affected by wildfires in the south.”

	“I have heard,” Daphne replied slowly. From the way she said it, she would have preferred that hadn’t been brought up.

	“With the help of the Istovari, prosperity is fast returning to the empire. This concession from the emperor was to ensure their continued alliance.”

	A long silence followed. 

	Oddly, it was the viscount who spoke. “The Witch War left a mark on this empire.” He looked down. “Many of my people have suffered. We’ve had an outbreak of the pox through much of the hamlets and villages.” The viscount opened, then closed his mouth. A bit reluctantly, he said, “The sorceresses have helped many people in my lands.”

	Thadred nodded solemnly. Nearly all of the Istovari sorceresses had emerged from their protective home in the forests of the Cursewood. Dozens of them now served in rotation around the empire working to heal the land and the people who had suffered during the Witch War. 

	War might not have been the right word, but that was what people were calling it. What began as a series of extreme natural disasters clustered close together had escalated to a raving mob tearing across the countryside.

	The late Empress Vesha had been a witch, someone who worked magic through bargains with cythraul demons from the Dread Marches. She had unleashed hundreds or perhaps even thousands of the creatures on the land, no one had exact numbers. 

	They had sacked cities, razed towns, and left a swath of destruction and horror in their wake. Most the cythraul had been forced back into the Dread Marches, but many had fled and gone into hiding. Thadred’s primary duty as High Inquisitor was to hunt those in hiding.

	All the same, the aftershocks of the Witch War continued. A particularly virulent plague here, a series of earthquakes there, droughts in some places, and floods in others. The troubles would probably end eventually, but for now everyone had to buckle down and bear it.

	Torsten made a coughing sound, but that might have just been him clearing his throat. “It would…benefit us all, I think, if the sorceresses could be…allies.”

	Thadred nodded, deciding he might like the viscount after all.

	The gods had blessed Torsten with a fine fortune, a good pedigree, and a head for land management, but not much else. He was a pudgy, toadlike man who waddled about always sweating like cheese in the summer. 

	But he had titles and money—neither of which Thadred had possessed—until recently. 

	Thadred briefly remembered Daphne telling him, with great excitement, that she was engaged to Viscount Torsten. Thadred then remembered just what the two of them had been doing when she’d told him and felt a stab of—was it resentment? It wasn’t jealousy, no, not that. Thadred didn’t want her back. But it was something hot and unpleasant.

	Daphne had known she could do better. They both had.

	Thadred had seduced plenty of women over the years, but few of them needed much seducing. He was handsome, tall, and the closest friend of Daindreth Fanduillion, the heir of the empire. 

	Sometimes Thadred wondered if these women had settled for bedding him because they thought it would get them closer to Daindreth—it hadn’t. 

	All the same, Torsten was quite the catch as far as imperial husbands went. Daphne had married well and now she wanted to make sure she would get to enjoy the benefits of this marriage.

	“But we don’t need them. You are a sorcerer now, are you not?” Daphne looked expectantly to Thadred.

	The knight grimaced. He still thought of himself as a knight, not a sorcerer. Once, he had thought he had no ability at all, but his power had been getting stronger. 

	It helped that he had stopped wearing a ring of tenebrous steel that masked his abilities. He’d started wearing it to keep other sorcerers from meddling with him, but it turned out to be stifling his own talents. 

	He was also a Kadra’han, sworn to the emperor. As a result, Thadred’s power increased in return for faithful service. And he had done a great deal of service, especially in the past year.

	Magic—or at least the potential for it—was everywhere. Thadred could sense the golden threads of ka misting off the plants, the bodies of the two nobles, the insects, the moss under their feet, and even riding on the air. 

	Thadred chuckled, deflecting as best he could. “I am one man, viscountess. I fear I cannot be everywhere at once.” A flicker of motion caught Thadred’s eye before he felt the servant’s ka headed in their direction.

	A young man in impeccable imperial livery bowed as he reached Thadred. “My lord, pardon me.”

	The servant’s name was Brychteinvanderwal, but no one outside his parents’ tiny home province could pronounce that. Since becoming Thadred’s valet, he’d shortened it.

	Thadred nodded. “Yes, Brick?”

	“There’s a lady here to see you, sir.” Brick didn’t let annoyance show, he was too professional for that, but Thadred noticed how his eyes slid back in the direction he had come. 

	“A lady?” Thadred blinked. That did not narrow it down. Ladies were always coming to see him these days, and not for the reasons they once had. 

	“A sorceress, sir. She was most insistent.”

	That was odd. Most sorceresses in the palace would have simply sent for him or delivered a message. For Brick to be interrupting a meeting, it must be serious.

	“Did she give a name?” 

	“Sairydwen Aulen, my lord.”

	The name hit Thadred like a punch. For a moment, his lungs wouldn’t expand and when he finally managed to speak, his voice came out frayed. “Sair?” 

	A woman appeared around the corner of the hedge maze. Her hair was covered in a kerchief, and she still wore a grey dress more suited to a baker than a sorceress. 

	Her face was flush and windswept. Had she just gotten off a ship?

	Sair locked eyes on him and began moving faster. 

	Something was wrong. Something was terribly, terribly wrong. Dread, foreboding, and a sick sensation formed deep in his gut.

	Brick coughed at the sight of her. “I told her to wait, sir, but—”

	Thadred was already moving toward Sair, turning his back to his noble guests. “I must go.”

	Daphne was ready to protest. “Thadred—”

	“Thank you, your lordship,” the viscount interrupted. “I am sure we shall speak again later. Come along, my dear.”

	Thadred’s full attention was already on Sair. What was she doing here? He headed toward her, cursing his injury that he couldn’t move faster.

	Sair broke into a run and slammed into his chest. Sobs broke out as she leaned against him. 

	Six months. 

	It had been six months since she had stopped responding to his letters. Not a word in all that time. Now here she was, disheveled, weeping, and clinging to him like a drowning woman grasping at a lifeline

	Thadred wrapped one arm around her. He surveyed the empty garden out of instinct, searching for threats. “Sair, what’s wrong?”

	The last time he had seen her, she had been heading back to the north to help with rebuilding the Istovari there, along with her son. Sair had some of the best connections between the two and it made sense that she would see them settled in. 

	Thadred looked to Brick, but the aghast valet just stared as Sair sobbed into Thadred’s chest. It was a horrific breach of protocol by court standards. 

	“Sair.” Thadred steadied her, squeezing her tight. “What’s wrong?”

	“They took him,” Sair wept. “Rhis. They took him.”

	Thadred felt like the ground had dropped out from under him. Rhis—Sair’s son.

	Thadred grabbed her shoulder and pushed her back so he could see her. “Sair, what happened?”

	Sair drew in a shuddering breath. “It was Iasu, the prisoner.”

	Thadred’s jaw clenched. Iasu was a sorcerer, if a minor one. Thadred spared a glance over his shoulder. The viscount and viscountess were well away by now. 

	Daphne would have probably preferred to hear the gossip, but Viscount Torsten would hardly want to deal with a weeping woman. 

	Iasu had sworn to serve Vesha the Usurper, Daindreth’s late mother, and had made it clear he intended to keep that oath. Empress Amira had wanted to execute him, but sorcerers were rare. It had been decided to keep Iasu imprisoned in Hylendale until they could decide what to do with him.

	“I left Rhis in Lashera. The Elder Mother had moved as had many of the others.” Sair fought to regain control of herself, smearing back tears and loose strands of hair.

	This was so unlike her. 

	Thadred had seen Sair stand up to capture and torture. She had stood with Empress Amira at the mines of Mevanmar, when they had confronted Vesha and stopped the release of a fallen goddess. 

	Sair was brave. But now…

	Thadred rubbed her back, waiting for her to catch her breath. 

	“Iasu Zahn escaped, somehow. He killed the Elder Mother and took Rhis as a hostage. We tried to track him, but we lost him in Phaed. He boarded a ship headed to Yndra.”

	Thadred grimaced. Yndra was a decently sized port along the Erymayan coast. From Yndra, one could get a ship to any of the major ports within a few days. From there, a traveler could go anywhere. 

	“How did the runt escape?” Thadred demanded. “Iasu was supposedly guarded by King Hyle.”

	“That’s just it.” Sair composed herself, dragging in a breath. “A man infiltrated the castle, dressed as a soldier. Then he changed.”

	Thadred instantly knew what she meant. “Cythraul?”

	“I don’t know what else it could have been.” Sair pressed a knuckle between her eyes. “Witnesses said his eyes turned red and he tore the door off Iasu’s cell like it was nothing. The stranger escaped with Iasu and Rhis.”

	That made very little sense. A cythraul? Rescuing Iasu? Not only that, but Iasu had gone along with it? As far as they knew, Iasu had been ignorant of Vesha’s dealings with cythraul. Thadred tried to sort through everything he knew about Iasu, the late empress, and the monsters, but Sair was talking again.

	“King Hyle was no help and the Istovari don’t have the numbers right now, and…” She shook her head. 

	Thadred didn’t think about the logistics or practicality before he spoke. “We’ll get him back.”

	Sair choked back another sob. “I don’t even know where to start looking.”

	“It’s alright,” Thadred said, mind racing. “We’ll find him. I swear to you.” Despite the sliver of hurt worming beneath his thoughts, he meant every word.

	But why did women only come back to Thadred when they needed something?
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	Sair

	 

	Emperor Daindreth and Empress Amira had made it quite clear that evenings were their private time—especially now. No one was to disturb them, and no one was to try speaking to them, except two or three close advisors and family.

	Luckily, Thadred was both.

	Sair probably could have gotten in to see Amira herself, now that she considered it. Amira had few people she trusted, but Sair knew herself to be one of the favored. Sair had braided Amira’s hair for her wedding, ridden to war with her, and served as the empress’s advisor many times.

	Thadred knocked on the door of the dining room with his cane, smiling at the noblewoman who passed by. 

	Sair refused to look, even though it appeared to be an elderly matron. Thadred’s reputation as a womanizer and serial seducer was well known. The last time they’d spoken, Thadred had promised to wait for her, but that had been a year ago. She had thought he’d changed, but according to the rumors that reached her in Lashera, he hadn’t. Then again, why had Sair even expected a man as wealthy and important as him to change for a woman like her? She’d set herself up for disappointment from the start.

	“Who is it?” The emperor’s voice filtered through the door with an edge of annoyance.

	“Your favorite cousin.”

	“Enter.” 

	The two guards allowed Thadred to slip through. He tugged Sair after him, holding her hand.

	The dining room was small, made for informal family meals. Of course, when you were emperor and empress of the known world, there was a limit as to how informal anything could be. Gold gilt decorated the walls and a small fortune in solid silver tableware lay before them. 

	Daindreth occupied the head of the table and Amira sat to his right. Several empty chairs occupied the table’s length.

	It seemed the rest of their attendants and entourage had been dismissed. Daindreth and Amira most likely wanted to be alone right now, which probably accounted for the narrow-eyed look the empress leveled in Thadred’s direction.

	Amira’s hair was down and uncovered, and the emperor’s shirt was partly undone, which likely hinted at the couple’s plans for the evening.

	“Your Majesties.” Thadred swept into the room and flourished a bow.

	Amira’s expression changed the moment she saw her friend. “Sair!” The empress made to stand.

	As soon as she did, the emperor raced to help with her chair. “Darling, let me.” 

	Amira touched his arm as she stood, but otherwise ignored him, moving toward her friend and Thadred. “Sair, I didn’t know you were coming.”

	Sair gaped at the empress, eyes wide. Amira was alight as power radiated from her like a furnace. She had always been strong as a sorceress, but she was even more powerful now. It was beyond just the excess of ka typically seen in pregnant women. 

	Amira was a Kadra’han sworn to the emperor, just like Thadred. That meant that their magic grew based on their loyalty and service to their liege lord—the emperor.

	Knowing Amira, she probably saw childbearing as a service to her husband. In a way, it was. An emperor with heirs was an emperor with power. That meant that every discomfort and inconvenience Amira experienced from her pregnancy would only make her stronger.

	“Your Grace, you are glowing,” Sair gasped.

	Amira cocked an eyebrow with a sly smile. “I don’t need flattery from you, my friend.”

	“No, not like that. I mean.” Sair looked the empress over. “You glow with power.”

	“She’ll be leveling mountains before we know it,” Thadred said, looking over Amira with fondness. 

	“Woe to my enemies,” Daindreth murmured, touching the hair that fell loose down her back.

	Amira frowned. “Sair?” She seemed to sense something was wrong. She pulled the other woman into an embrace. Sair hugged Amira in turn. Sair had no living siblings, but she thought of Amira as a little sister. 

	The two pulled back and Amira looked at her from head to foot.

	“What’s wrong, Sair?” the empress asked. 

	Sair inhaled a shuddering breath. “Forgive me, Your Grace, but I bring bad news.” 

	“Tell me.” Amira’s face went hard and Sair was reminded that this woman had once been an assassin.

	Sair swallowed. “I fear your grandmother is dead, Your Grace. Murdered.”

	Amira’s face gave away nothing. “I see.” She inhaled slowly. “Who?”

	“Iasu.” Thadred growled the name.

	Amira stiffened, raising her chin. “He murdered the Elder Mother of the Istovari?” The empress didn’t seem upset by news of her grandmother’s death. She’d always had a complicated relationship with the woman. 

	“Yes,” Sair confirmed. 

	“Where is he now?” Amira looked sharply between the two of them. 

	Thadred cast Amira a wry smile. “It seems our dear brother has escaped.” 

	Iasu, like Amira and Thadred, was a Kadra’han. Both of them had trained with Iasu at different times, though Amira had known him better. Iasu was a part of the Kelamora Kadra’han, an order of men that trained magically gifted children as bodyguards and assassins, then sold them to the highest bidder.

	Amira and Daindreth exchanged a look.

	Thadred thumped his cane against the ground, adjusting his grip on it. “He took Rhis.” 

	Amira spun to Sair. “He did?”

	Sair nodded, biting her lip. She didn’t trust herself to speak just then. 

	“That whoreson,” Amira spat then whirled on her husband. “I told you we should have killed him.” Amira looked angry enough to incinerate a man. Coils of ka shimmered around the room and Sair wondered if the empress was aware of drawing power to herself.

	Daindreth’s attention remained on Sair. “How long?

	“A week.” Sair’s voice cracked. Though she had been sure she’d cried herself out, a tear slipped down her cheek. “He boarded a ship called the Meissenfrau in Phaed, headed for Yndra.”

	Amira put an arm around Sair. “He’ll pay for this,” she vowed. “With Vesha’s death, Iasu’s Kadra’han bond passes back to the grandmaster of Kelamora. He’ll have no choice but to seek his master.”

	“Probably brought Rhis as an apology for taking so long,” Thadred muttered. 

	Sair had considered that possibility herself. They’d destroyed the monastery at Kelamora, but many of its members had survived. The monastery had existed for generations to provide Kadra’han to those who could pay for them. 

	“Boys with enough magic in their blood are rare these days,” Amira muttered. “They’ll want him alive and unharmed.”

	Sair didn’t bother to fight the next round of tears. “I know.” She pressed a fist against her breast, trying to steady herself. “They might already have him bound in a Kadra’han’s oaths. He’s just a boy. He—” Sair’s voice broke and this time she wept on Amira’s shoulder. 

	That was the dark side of the Kadra’han bond. A Kadra’han was under compulsion to obey the commands of their master. 

	The Kadra’han bond, for all its uses and benefits, functioned like a curse. It could be broken, but it was rare to break it apart from death. 

	Amira had succeeded in breaking the obedience portion of her own curse, but she was an outlier. Thadred was just fortunate that Emperor Daindreth was a decent man. 

	“It gets worse,” Thadred said.

	“Worse?” Amira cocked her head, looking sharply between Thadred and Sair. 

	Daindreth raised one brow, probably bracing himself for the bad news, too.

	Thadred glanced at Sair. “A cythraul broke him out.” 

	Amira’s eyes flashed at that. She turned sharply back to Sair.

	The sorceress repeated her version of events, explaining what she knew. When she finished, the emperor and empress were silent, each watching the other. 

	“I would request your permission, Your Majesty.” Thadred nodded sharply to Daindreth. “Permission for men, supplies, and an imperial warrant to hunt down Iasu and recover the boy.”

	Sair looked up through tear-stained eyes. 

	“I think we can agree this poses a significant threat.” Thadred sounded like he had rehearsed this speech. “You outlawed the creation of new Kadra’han, as we all know. If Iasu intends to have this Istovari boy made into one in direct defiance, well.” Thadred folded his hands atop his cane, not quite making eye contact with any of them. “We cannot allow this to stand.”

	Daindreth inhaled a slow breath, considering. “Can your duties be covered by others in your absence?”

	Thadred opened his mouth and coughed, probably deciding to say something other than what he had initially planned. “This is the most certain sighting of a cythraul in months and I can have one of the reeves oversee any new reports while I am gone.” 

	Daindreth nodded slowly, thinking. 

	“We can’t leave Iasu and the grandmaster at large,” Amira said flatly. “Kadra’han are too dangerous.” Amira would know. She’d once single-handedly broken Daindreth out of this very palace through sheer force of will.

	The young emperor and empress had a growing list of allies that continued to grow every day. But they had many enemies as well.

	Great leaders always had great enemies. The higher one rose in the world, the more people cheered for your downfall. 

	There were disgruntled lords, vengeful clans, and rebellious vassal kings across the empire who would pay handsomely for their own Kadra’han. A pair of Kadra’han—Amira and Thadred—had all but established the current emperor.

	What was to say that a few others couldn’t establish a new one? 

	Daindreth exhaled slowly. “It sounds dangerous.”

	Thadred laughed at that. It was a sharp, genuine laugh that he quickly stifled. “Story of our lives, Your Majesty. Story of our lives.”

	Daindreth looked to Amira. Something passed between them. 

	From the way Amira gripped Sair’s arm, she suspected the empress would have volunteered to hunt Iasu herself under different circumstances. 

	Daindreth faced Thadred squarely. “You’re up to this?”

	“Because I’m a cripple, you mean?” Thadred was always the first to bring up his own condition. An accident when he’d been young had crushed his pelvis and left him with a permanent limp. 

	Sair could sense the lines of ka looped and woven around the injury in a slight modification of a spell she’d taught him. He’d adjusted well, but magic could only do so much. 

	“Because you’re a trusted advisor and I need you,” Daindreth shot back. “Alive and preferably at my side.”

	Amira and Thadred exchanged their own significant look. The two of them had a somewhat antagonistic relationship, but they were both the emperor’s Kadra’han. They had a level of understanding that Sair hadn’t seen outside brothers and sisters. 

	Amira nodded to Thadred.

	The knight turned back to the emperor. “My liege, I need to do this. We need to do this. The Istovari are our allies and they are to thank for much of the progress since the Witch War. We must make it clear that attacks on them and their families will not be tolerated. Nor will we allow blatant disregard for imperial edicts.”

	Daindreth exhaled slowly. He looked to Sair. “I am very sorry for what has happened, my lady. All of us here care greatly for Rhis.”

	Thadred offered Sair a wan smile, seeming to know he’d won.

	Daindreth swallowed again. “Speak with Captain Westfall. Inform him of your departure and provide the Master of Lists with what you will need.” 

	Thadred grinned and for a moment seemed to preen, like a cat realizing he’d caught a mouse. “Thank you, Your Majesty.” His face softened when he turned back to Sair. “Get some rest, my lady. I’ll prepare for us to set out tomorrow.”

	Sair’s eyes widened. “You can do that?” She had expected to wait days before they were able to set out after Rhis.

	“I’ll work all night if I have to, but yes.” Thadred shifted his cane to his side. “By your leave, Your Majesty. Your Grace. Lady Sairydwen.” Thadred bowed to the emperor, empress, and Sair. “If you’ll excuse me.”

	Amira took both Sair’s hands in hers. “Have you eaten today?” 

	“No.” Sair hadn’t had much thought of eating or anything else these past days.

	“Join us,” the empress beckoned, calling for servants to set another place.

	Sair took a seat beside the empress, feeling a daze of relief. They were going to help her. Thadred was going to help her. 

	Amira cast an apologetic look to her husband. “I’m afraid our plans for tonight have changed, my love.” 

	Daindreth saw her seated again and kissed her hair. He squeezed her hand, their fingers lingering on each other as he took his place once again at the head of the table. There was a sweetness between them. A gentleness that spoke of a deep and abiding connection. They were perfectly at ease with each other. 

	Servants portioned food onto Sair’s plate as her mind wandered.

	She had been so focused on getting here, seeking Thadred’s help, and going after her son and his abductor. For days now, that had been her only goal and only thought. Now she’d secured the aid of the empire and Thadred was seeing to arrangements, exhaustion began to overtake her.

	It was all she could do to gulp down a few bites before Amira walked her to a suite of rooms for the night. The empress had her own ladies in waiting tend to Sair. They drew her a bath, washed her hair, and bundled her into a massive silken bed stuffed with goose feathers. 

	Amira sat on the edge of Sair’s bed as the servants bustled to and fro. Outside the glass-paned window, the moon looked down on them, thoughtful and distant. 

	The two women had not said much, but Sair appreciated Amira’s presence. There was ten years difference between them, but in many ways, Amira knew more of the world than Sair did. The younger woman had certainly seen more of it. More than that, they trusted each other. 

	Sair frowned, watching Amira. The empress didn’t rest a hand on her belly as many expecting women did, though she was about halfway through her pregnancy, and it showed. Sair could sense the inferno that was Amira, but she could also see the secondary source of ka growing inside her—Amira’s unborn child. It had been a long time since Sair had been able to see magic that clearly.

	“After the Elder Mother died,” Sair swallowed, still not sure how the other woman was taking this.

	Amira looked to Sair. If she felt anything at all at the news of her grandmother’s death, she didn’t give it away.

	“Before I left to pursue Iasu, there were reports that the Cursewood was receding.” 

	Amira cocked her head at that. “Really?”

	Sair nodded. “I think she was the one holding the curse together.” 

	Sair and every other Istovari sorceress who had fled the lowlands twenty years ago had given most of their power to create the Cursewood. It had stood ever since, a shifting maze of poisoned trees, mutant animals, parasitic plants, and noxious fumes that had protected the Haven. It had saved their people, but it had weakened them. 

	Sair had been stronger than most her people, but more than that, she had learned to make the most of what she had. Sair might not be as powerful as Amira or Thadred, but she could be creative. When she had first met the two younger Istovari, Sair had been able to outmatch them with her superior knowledge. She still had more experience, but Thadred was catching up in skill and Amira had already surpassed them both in power. 

	“That does explain why my mother’s strength has been growing these past few days. We thought it might be a fluke.” Amira looked out the window, contemplative.

	Amira’s mother, Lady Cyne, lived here in the palace. Nonetheless, she had a strained relationship with her daughter. Cyne was treated as more of a foreign dignitary than family.

	“Do you think you might get your full power back?” Amira asked, looking to her friend.

	“I don’t know. Perhaps.” Sair looked down at her hands, plucking the thick goose down quilt of her bed.

	“Your son’s power might also increase.”

	“Yes.” Sadness squeezed Sair’s chest. Rhis, like all the other children born after the creation of the Cursewood, had precious little magic. But it would still be enough to bind him in a Kadra’han’s vows.

	Amira reached out and clutched Sair’s hands. “Thadred is leading the hunt and I have already sent word to my network. We will find your son.” The empress looked square into Sair’s face. “And the people who took him will pay.”

	Tears pricked her eyes again. 

	“No one hurts my friends,” Amira whispered, brushing away Sair’s tears. Her voice was calm, cool, but that belied the ferocity that simmered inside her. “Iasu can’t hide forever.”

	“You know where to find the Kelamora Kadra’han?”

	“They have stayed out of the empire for the most part, but we have one or two confirmed reports.”

	Sair raised her brows. “I would think you would hunt them down.” 

	The empress had been trained by the order at Kelamora, but she had only spent a few months with them. She had never spoken to Sair of her time under their tutelage, but it seemed there was no love lost there. 

	Amira shrugged. “I would rather the order didn’t exist, but I am content to ignore them if they don’t cause trouble.” Amira exhaled a long breath out her nose. “They are hardly the worst criminal organization in the empire.”

	“You have been tracking these things?” Sair was surprised, but realized she shouldn’t have been. 

	“I have spies in every city from Hylendale to Ecran,” Amira confirmed. 

	“You’ve been busy.” Sair tried to smile. 

	“My advisor Cromwell has helped me a great deal.” Amira frowned. “It’s strange. People fear me more these days than when I used to slit throats in the shadows.”

	Cromwell had once been advisor to Amira’s father, the king of Hylendale. Cromwell and the empress had a complicated relationship, but she had saved him from a treason charge. The man had little choice but to put his considerable talents to Amira’s use.

	“You have other people to slit throats for you these days,” Sair mused.

	“I do.” Amira confirmed it almost wistfully.

	Sair briefly wondered if Amira had ordered assassinations herself. It seemed likely, but a part of Sair didn’t want to know.

	The servants didn’t give any sign they had heard, though they would have. The palace must now be used to the idea that their empress was a former assassin.

	“But I will tear out Iasu’s entrails myself if he hurts your son,” Amira vowed.

	Sair squeezed Amira’s hands back. “Only if you beat me to it, Your Grace.”
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	Thadred

	 

	Magical horses were not magically obedient. They also liked to bite. 

	As the owner of a magical horse, Thadred felt quite misled by the poems and ballads of minstrels. Though it was unclear to him if he actually owned Lleuad. Sometimes the kelpie seemed to think it was the other way around. 

	“Come on,” Thadred coaxed. “It’s just for a few days. And then you’ll get to eat bad people. You like eating people, don’t you?” 

	Lleuad snorted at the edge of the ramp, refusing to board the ship.

	There was a high wind today, making the ship bob and sway, even at anchor. 

	Lleuad was a swamp horse and loved water, but only freshwater. The animal could play in lakes and rivers all day. He was like a cat in a bathhouse when it came to saltwater. 

	Thadred bristled, aware of the sailors, several soldiers, and even Brick staring at him. They knew better than to laugh, but he was sure this would be the topic of tavern jokes for months.

	The docks were alive with activity this morning. Carts, wheelbarrows, and laden donkeys moved this way and that.

	Through the cacophony, the crowd parted and Sair appeared on a white mare surrounded by several imperial guards. She caught sight of him and Lleuad, stalled at the edge of the ramp into the ship.

	Thadred whirled a glare on the little stallion. He would not allow the animal to embarrass him in front of Sair. “Up the plank, you nag. Before I turn you into glue.”

	Lleuad snorted, as if daring Thadred to try.

	The knight changed his tactics. “Come on, boy. Be nice. Just this once.”

	Sair dismounted and several of the guards followed her onto the ship while the rest returned to the palace. The sorceress took notice of them as she walked up the other side of the ramp.

	Lleuad’s ears flicked at that. As if he wasn’t about to be outdone by the sorceress, the stallion leapt up onto the rocking boat, his whole body tense and uneasy.

	“Good boy,” Thadred crooned. “Easy, son. This way. Good.”

	The decks had been lined with sand for the horses and it crunched with each step. 

	Thadred guided the kelpie down the ramp into the ship’s hold, leaning on Lleuad for support. A cane was just an added liability here.

	The knight backed Lleuad into the narrow stall, tight so that the horse wouldn’t have room to hurt himself. He buckled Lleuad into the crossties, one of the few times he dared to physically restrain the kelpie.

	Lleuad snorted at him, teeth snapping.

	“It’s just until we get out of port,” Thadred promised. 

	Lleuad pinned his ears and stomped as if to say, I trusted you.

	Thadred backed away from the horse, careful not to take his eyes off Lleuad. He had bonded with the kelpie, but it was much like the bond between brothers. When there was no one else to fight, they tended to fight each other.

	Thadred used the rails of the ramp to drag himself to the top decks. 

	Brick jogged over to meet him. “Can I help you, sir?”

	“I’m fine,” Thadred muttered, waving him away. He hated needing help. 

	“Very good, sir. Here you are.” Brick extended his cane using both hands as if it was a king’s scepter. 

	Thadred took it, not expecting it to be much help on the slick deck of a ship that constantly rocked. He’d need to rely more on magic to help him here.

	A flutter of blonde hair caught Thadred’s attention. Sair leaned against the rail at the front of the ship, staring out across the bay. 

	Fishermen’s sloops, great merchants’ carracks, and everything in between bobbed in the water around them. Sair’s attention focused on the horizon, her cloak whipping at her back. 

	The ship was almost fully loaded. The horses were always added last. 

	Soldiers boarded the vessel with their uniforms marking them as imperial soldiers. Officially, Thadred was an escort for the sorceress Sair on an errand to Yndra—and the last known destination of Iasu. 

	Thadred cleared his throat. He adjusted the front of his shirt before taking a deep breath and approaching Sair. 

	Ka swirled around her in languid tendrils. Thadred had learned that magic did that around sorcerers and sorceresses, though it depended on how strong they were and how strong the person looking happened to be.

	Thadred came up beside Sair. He was aware of Brick hovering a few steps back, waiting. 

	Sair’s cheeks and nose were already flushed from the wind, her blonde hair flying around her in all directions. Sair looked down as he came up beside her, hands folded before her on the rails.

	Thadred leaned against the rail at her side. He fought the urge to fidget, forcing himself to be still. A fluttering sensation tickled along his spine. Was this nervousness? 

	Since she’d crashed into him in the garden yesterday, everything had been haste and hurry. There had been men to rouse, officials to inform, and a ship to procure.

	Now that they were on board the ship and waiting to draw anchor, the rush and whirlwind of crisis was settling. 

	He had missed Sair. Desperately. Her voice, her laugh, the way she cocked her head with a slight smile when they teased each other. She’d made him think that perhaps he had met a woman who wouldn’t leave him for someone better. 

	That was before.

	“Thank you for helping me,” Sair said, not quite meeting his eyes. 

	“Don’t thank me yet,” Thadred muttered, shifting on his arms. “We’ve barely started.”

	“I suppose so.” Sair swallowed. The wind caught her hair, ripping strands out from under her kerchief like it couldn’t resist touching her.

	Sair was lovely. A good seven or eight years older than Thadred and used to hard work, she was leaner than he usually liked, but…soft. 

	That was the best way to describe her. Sair had a softness that extended into everything about her—the way she spoke, the way she moved, even the way she wove spells.

	There was also a wholesomeness to her. Sair understood politics and she’d shown aptitude for intrigue, but she played no games and told no lies.

	She was a good person. Kind. Decent. Everything he wasn’t.

	Sair looked up to him. “The captain says we’ll be there in two days.”

	Thadred nodded. “It will be a short journey.” 

	Sair bit her lip, staring up at him, her expression half hope, half shame. “When we get there?”

	“We’re going to find him, Sair.” Thadred didn’t doubt that.

	Thadred had funds and authority to search wherever the trail led. They had no idea if Yndra was Iasu’s final destination or not, but they should at least be able to pick up his trail.

	It was just a question of how they would free Rhis once they found him. Iasu might know Rhis was worth a search party to the empire, or he might not. Either way, Istovari boys, or any child with enough magic to become Kadra’han, were valuable.

	Sair touched his hand. “Thank you.” 

	Her touch sent a shiver through him. Thadred tried to ignore it, but he already knew he was doomed to heartbreak on this journey. 

	Sair hadn’t meant it romantically, at least he was sure she hadn’t meant it like that, but…

	Smiling, Thadred withdrew his hand. “This is what friends do, isn’t it?”

	Sair’s face fell and she turned away. “Yes. I suppose.”

	It wasn’t the right time to ask. As much as he was burning to know why she had ignored him for months.

	A year ago, she’d headed north to sort out relations between the Istovari and their Hylendale neighbors. Thadred had thought there was something between them then. Sair had asked him to wait. She’d kissed him. 

	They had exchanged letters for months, but then she had stopped replying. At the time, he wondered if perhaps she had come to her senses. Maybe she regretted their attraction.

	He’d written two more times to no reply. He’d been worried but confirmed that Sair was still in correspondence with Amira. He hadn’t brought it up to the empress. This felt like something that should be private between him and Sair.

	Either way, now was hardly the right time to ask her about it. Her son was in danger, and he was the one charged with saving the boy. It was a conflict of interest.

	Movement caught the corner of his eye—Brick sneezed, despite his best efforts to be discreet. This was another reason to have Brick along. His manservant would keep Thadred from doing anything stupid.

	Thadred rested a hand on Sair’s back, awkward and unsure, but…well, he didn’t want her to feel like he was angry with her. He wasn’t. 

	“You should have a cabin prepared,” Thadred offered. 

	Sair hesitated. “I’m not sure I know the way there.” 

	“Here.” Thadred hooked his arm through hers as the order was given to raise anchor. The two of them walked across the decks to the main hold of the ship.

	Sailors, soldiers, and a few other servants Thadred had brought along leapt and shouted and moved around them. This ship belonged to the imperial fleet and as such wouldn’t have to be re-chartered or hired again once they reached Yndra. 

	Thadred had all the power of the empire at his disposal. As High Inquisitor, he led soldiers as he had always wanted to, yet it didn’t look the way he had ever imagined.

	Sair walked beside him, quiet and subdued. Her hair struggled to get free, strands of it rebelling from her braid and even from her kerchief to flap in the wind. Sair’s plain grey dress and shawl pulled tight around her.

	She was no proper imperial lady, but nor was Thadred a proper imperial gentleman. Thadred found the cabin that had been designated for her and opened the door.

	“I can have your things brought here,” he offered.

	Sair patted the satchel at her hip. “This is all I have. I came light.”

	“Oh,” Thadred stammered. 

	“I will be fine. Thank you, Thadred.” That was another mark that she was from outside the courtly circles. To Sair, he was just Thadred. No title and no honorifics. 

	Sair’s cabin was a small room with a hammock—hammocks were best for when the ship started rocking while at sea—and a dresser bolted to the floor. 

	Sair set her satchel down and glanced around the room. “Thank you.”

	Now would be a time to make his escape. He could slip away, telling her he was giving her time to get settled.

	The ship began moving, sailors shouting as the massive vessel lumbered out of port.

	Thadred exhaled. He pictured her alone in that room, crying quietly to herself, and it made his chest ache. 

	He didn’t want to leave her alone. He wanted to comfort her. Hold her. 

	“Let me get settled and I will join you on deck,” Sair said.

	“Of course,” Thadred agreed. He bowed humbly and stepped aside.

	He made his way back to the top as the ship shifted, the sails catching wind. 

	He stopped to speak with Major Caiden. Caiden was not much older than Thadred, but there was a cynical edge to him that all military men developed eventually. Caiden still seemed reluctant to believe in cythraul, despite having seen them at the battle of Mevanmar Mine. But he was competent and for whatever reason had requested to remain with the Ministry of Inquiry when Captain Westfall had tried to recruit him to the imperial guard. 

	Thadred’s Ministry of Inquiry was the smallest imperial ministry in the empire. It was comprised of Thadred, a few clerks, and the forty or so soldiers who accompanied him on investigations. 

	Most of the soldiers had fought in the battle of Mevanmar against the cythraul. There was nothing particularly special about them aside from their bravery. Someday, Thadred might be able to recruit Istovari to the ministry, but that was a future dream.

	They wore the uniforms of the imperial army. They looked normal to an outsider. 

	The only unusual piece of equipment they carried were tower shields covered in tooled leather. The braided straps looked decorative, but in a fight, Thadred or another sorcerer could infuse the shields with ka, making them stronger. Leather had once been alive and so was easier to infuse with power than metal. 

	The shields themselves had a lining of tenebrous steel on the inside. Tenebrous steel was too brittle and heavy to be used by itself, but it could be used for reinforcing the usual steel and wood shields. The idea was to have leather-aided binding on the front to strengthen their formations and a tenebrous steel lining on the inside against any magic that might make it through.

	Thadred had never had to use this design in battle before, but infusing shields with ka had yielded impressive results in the Witch War. 

	A part of Thadred, just a part, was excited to see what his shields might do against enemy sorcerers. If it came to an armed clash with Iasu and his ilk, they might find out. 

	Thadred had recruited Amira to run tests that were promising, but there was only one way to tell what would happen in true combat. 

	They had learned that spells, like blades and arrows, could be deflected by stone, metal, and even leather and cloth in some cases. The more things you could put between yourself and a spell, the better. Living things were the most easily affected by magic. But if a spell was powerful enough, it didn’t matter what you used to try and block it. Thadred would just hope none of the Kelamora Kadra’han were at Amira’s level.

	Once Thadred was sure Caiden had the situating of the men dealt with, he headed to the back of the ship to watch Mynadra fade into the distance. There was not much else to do at the moment.

	Brick cleared his throat. “Question, sir?”

	“Ask.” Thadred kept his attention on the city as the ship rocked and bobbed.

	“Lady Sairydwen has brought no maids?” Brick asked, voice hitching just a little. Perhaps he had just realized that.

	“No,” Thadred confirmed. “No, Sair doesn’t have servants.” 

	“What is Lady Sairydwen’s official title?” Brick asked. “If I may be so bold.”

	Thadred chewed his lip. Sair wasn’t nobility. She was a sorceress, and they were entirely separate from the social hierarchy. The Istovari did things differently, but Sair was respected among them and seen as a leader. She would have surely been part of the lower gentry at least. 

	“You may address her as Lady Sairydwen of the Istovari,” Thadred answered. “She is a dear friend of the emperor and empress. As well as mine.”

	“Ah, I see.” Brick’s tone had just a little too much understanding.

	“Not like that,” Thadred hastily corrected. “I never bedded her.” He wasn’t sure why he felt the need to defend her honor, but he did. “She fought with us in the Witch War. Her brother died protecting the empress.” 

	Brick cleared his throat. “Forgive me, I did not know.”

	Brick was from Liechnaburg, a small and highly conservative nation in the central empire. Brick’s family came from among the Claspers, so called because they clasped and unclasped their hands so much at prayer. They were devout, pious, and disciplined. Basically, Thadred’s opposite.

	Brick had been faced with plenty to offend his Clasper sensibilities since becoming Thadred’s valet. All the same, he had mostly kept his shock to himself—not commenting when Thadred turned up drunk or made lewd comments.

	“Lady Sair is a virtuous and courageous woman,” Thadred said. “I hold her in the utmost respect, and I hope you and the others will as well.”

	“Of course, sir.” 

	The admonition was wholly unnecessary. Brick was respectful to everyone, even people he probably considered to be deviants and drunkards.

	“And her son?” Brick was toeing the line of decorum, but perhaps he was just too curious at this point.

	Thadred sighed. “Rhis is a good kid. Way too trusting and too energetic, but…” He ran a hand through his hair. 

	Rhis had all but worshipped Thadred. He’d told his mother he wanted to be a knight, like Thadred, and had constantly begged to brush Lleuad, ride Lleuad, and just be around the kelpie. 

	Thadred had never had anyone look up to him, much less a child. Rhis had a kind of innocence and blind faith in humanity that seemed to demand the world be a better place. Rhis would be turning six soon, if he hadn’t already. Still too young to know any better. As much as Thadred had grown fond of the kid, it had been terrifying. He hadn’t been able to shake the feeling that he was going to let the boy down. A part of him felt that he already had by not working things out with Sair. That Rhis had been taken only added to that feeling. 

	Worse than that, Thadred feared he was going to fail to save Rhis, letting down both him and Sair.

	Thadred didn’t blame her. All women left Thadred eventually. But that hadn’t stopped him from spending weeks after in a drunken haze, trying not to think about her.

	All of them felt that they could do better, and they were right. Like Viscountess Daphne, they married men of legitimate birth with legitimate claims to ancestral lands and titles.

	Thadred was the bastard cousin of the emperor. Raised to be Daindreth’s bodyguard and protector, a single hunting accident had rendered him useless and sentenced him to using a cane for the rest of his life. 

	He had lands and titles now. His cousin had gladly bestowed those, but Thadred had never met his mother and didn’t know the name of his father. 

	Of course, none of that mattered to the Istovari. All that mattered to them was that he was a man of their lineage. There was no magic in his mother’s line, which meant it had somehow come from his father. 

	But Sair…

	She was special. She had taught him to use magic. Before that, he hadn’t even believed he had it. 

	Sair had believed in him, looked up to him. She was the first woman who had truly been in awe of him, not his reputation, his closeness to the emperor, or his charms. Gods knew he had put no effort into charming her at all. 

	They’d been through capture together, even torture. They had worked together during the Witch War to hunt down the empire’s enemies. 

	And her son…

	Thadred would have taken Rhis on as his squire if Sair hadn’t gone back to the north. Maybe after this, he’d still make the offer.

	Rhis would have the best education in the empire and have the chance to make friendships with other boys at court—the lords and ministers of the next generation. Yes, it would be excellent for Rhis.

	And then perhaps Thadred could see Sair more often, too.

	But first they needed to get Rhis back. 
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	Sair

	 

	Sair had heard tales of Yndra, but she never thought she would see it. 

	The waters of the harbor shimmered the bright blue of aquamarine. White buildings capped with domes in an array of blues and greens clustered in the mouth of the bay. 

	And in the center of it all loomed the palace of the city’s marquis, towering as high as a mountain with gates that barred a water channel into the palace itself. 

	Sair leaned against the rails, one hand raised to keep her hair out of her eyes. She tried fastening a scarf over it, but her hair only seemed to take that as a challenge. 

	For so many years, Sair had been one of the few of her people to venture beyond their protective borders of the Haven. She sometimes fancied herself as worldly, certainly the people around her did back in the Istovari village. 

	Since peace had been struck with the emperor of Erymaya and the Istovari were again able to venture into the lowlands, she realized how wrong she was. The Haven, and even the Cursewood that encircled it, were tiny pieces of a much larger world. 

	As she gazed upon the strange and unfamiliar beauty of Yndra, Sair was struck by how little of the world she had seen. She knew only fragments of a mosaic that might be as large as the sky. 

	It was a humbling thought.

	“We should be docking soon.” Thadred’s voice startled her as he came up beside her.

	The knight was in a plain shirt and trousers and might be mistaken for an artisan or a merchant if one ignored the silver embroidery on his coat or the imperial signet ring and silver-capped cane he carried.

	He wore no cravat, and his shirt was undone at the topmost buttons. Sair looked pointedly at his face, trying not to think on the few inches of bare skin showing at his collar. 

	She was a woman wedded and widowed. Thadred had nothing she hadn’t seen before, and yet…

	“Good,” Sair said, trying to recover herself. 

	That manservant of his hovered not far away, keeping close by. It was like having an extra shadow. 

	“Yndra is a lovely place,” Thadred remarked as he nodded toward the shoreline. “Over there you can see where they’re still making repairs from the tidal wave they suffered during the Witch War.”

	During the Witch War, much of the conflict had been a string of seemingly natural disasters. Earthquakes, wildfires, floods, mudslides, droughts, and everything in between. In some ways they were natural, but the late Empress Vesha had made a pact with the cythraul demons to prevent them. That pact had held for years until recently when more than a decade’s pent-up ill fortune had arrived in quick succession. 

	Along the shore, Sair could spot places that the docks appeared newer, less weathered. There were also large sections near the water where scaffolding encased the buildings, and a few were still missing roofs.

	“I see.”

	As they sailed deeper into the bay, ships of every size and shape passed them by. There were small fishing vessels barely big enough for two or three men, and massive galleons that could have transported at least two hundred or more. 

	The ship sailed deeper into the docks, coming closer and closer to the marquis’s palace. Between gaps in the buildings, Sair spotted what appeared to be a market.

	Canopies in shades of blue and green to match the domes of the houses lining the streets. Even from a distance, Sair could feel the buzz of activity and the lushness of the ka amongst the people.

	Donkeys trundled by, laden with goods. Merchants haggled with housewives while children rushed this way and that.

	It was a familiar scene in some ways. Sair had been to many markets, but it was alien at the same time. The colors, the sheer number of people. How strange.

	“I take it we are going straight to the palace?” Sair asked. 

	Thadred followed her gaze to the market. “I was planning to have the ship dock there. They should let us in with an imperial banner.”

	“I see.” Sair wasn’t sure why her voice sounded sad. She wanted haste. Needed haste. 

	She was aware of Thadred’s gaze on her for a long moment. 

	“We could…” Thadred hesitated. “We could have the ship let us off.”

	Sair shook her head. “I don’t want to delay.” Every delay was another moment that Rhis was in captivity.

	“It won’t be a delay,” Thadred said. “They’ll need an hour or so to process our paperwork at the palace. Yndrans love paperwork.”

	Sair shot a worried look to the knight.

	“I promise, Sair.” Thadred’s tone softened, as if he knew exactly what she was thinking. “It won’t slow us down at all.”

	Sair looked back to the market, with its riot of colors and life. The past two days at sea had been dull, if she was honest with herself. She wanted movement. Excitement. She wanted people walking, living, and breathing around her. 

	“Alright,” she found herself saying.

	Thadred was already calling to the captain. He shouted orders for himself and Sair to be let ashore along with Thadred’s valet and a contingent of soldiers. 

	Sair looked down, into the pristine waters below the ship. Water was never this clear in Hylendale, nor in Mynadra. There, the water was an endless expanse of rippling slate. Here, the water was like stained glass, crystalline and shining. It was beautiful.

	The knight finished giving out his orders and returned to stand beside her. He gave orders easily and without hesitation, a man used to being obeyed. He was quite different from the bedraggled young man she had met more than a year ago—a refugee and fugitive from the empire. 

	“The last time I was here was with Dain,” Thadred said, using the emperor’s nickname. “The taverns along the docks have the best—well.” Thadred cleared his throat, toying with the head of his cane. “Anyway, we had an excellent time. And the marquis is a wonderful fellow. I am sure you’ll like him. Most people do.”

	Sair nodded, watching as the docks drew nearer. 

	Thadred stood close to her. Quite close to her. She hated that she wanted to touch him.

	Thadred Myrani was not for her. She thought she had convinced herself of that. 

	Thadred offered her his arm as they stepped into a rowboat along with the valet, the rowers, and five armed guards. It seemed like a lot of trouble for a stroll through the market, but Thadred kept insisting. 

	Thadred helped her to a seat, and they rowed ashore. 

	This close to the water, Sair could make out the shapes of old ships, broken pieces of wagons, shattered pottery, and the flotsam of an ancient city below the waves. It was strange to look down and see beneath the water like this. Did the bottom of every harbor hold so many secrets?

	“You can see some of the ships that were sunk in the tidal wave over there.” Thadred nodded to a dark place where sand had already covered many of the hulls and masts. “Many of them have been recovered, but many have not.”

	Yndra was a whole new world. 

	They bobbed up to an abandoned dock near the market and the soldiers got out first. No sooner had Thadred helped Sair from the boat than a contingent of armed men came marching down the docks to meet them.

	“Thadred.” Sair squeezed his arm, reaching for ka. She was not back up to full strength just yet, but she could make an effort to protect herself.

	“Never fear.” Thadred patted her hand and stepped away. “Hello, gentlemen,” he said, smiling. 

	The rowboat turned and went back to their ship, unconcerned. Now that Sair noticed it, the soldiers didn’t seem threatening.

	“Papers, sir,” shouted a clerk at the head of the soldiers. He held a ledger in one hand and a stub of pencil in the other.

	“Lord Thadred Myrani.” Thadred nodded to Brick. “Here are my documents.”

	The valet presented the requested paperwork and Sair watched the clerk’s eyes widen. 

	The clerk conferred with two of his compatriots then faced Thadred again, tone much softer this time. “Welcome to Yndra, Your Lordship. What brings you to the small docks?”

	“Shopping, of course,” Thadred replied, dazzling the clerk with one of his radiant smiles. Thadred was known for his charms with young women, but he had the talent for charming anyone—when he wanted to. 

	“I see. Your ship is headed to the palace?”

	“Indeed. We will meet them there. I didn’t see the point in waiting for the ship’s charter to be checked. We might as well enjoy ourselves while we can.”

	The clerk glanced at Sair, but didn’t comment again. “Very good, sir. I must ask that you report to the palace for full processing along with your main vessel, but everything is in order for now.” He bowed and stepped aside and the soldiers with him.

	“Thank you, my good man.” Thadred inclined his head in that way of his. He bowed the same to clerks as he did to kings—in a way that implied he was truly happy to have made their acquaintance. 
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