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Chapter 1: The River

	 

	Vatar reined his horse back behind his friends and turned his head slowly to scan around the endless circle of the plains that merged with the sky at the far horizon. The earth was all golden brown now, the grasses prematurely dried up by the lack of rain. Here and there, the green smudges of trees dotted the savannah, marking the waterholes. The darker blue-green line of the Great Forest marked the eastern horizon. Another line of trees, much closer, marked the course of the river. Everything seemed normal, but that spot between his shoulder blades still itched with a premonition of undefined danger that grew stronger the closer they got to the river. 

	Ariad slowed down to match Vatar’s pace, allowing the other two boys to go ahead. “Lions?”

	Vatar shook his head. That was one danger he could dismiss out of hand. His connection to the Spirit of the Lion told him the nearest lions—in the shade at a distant waterhole—were sleeping off a full meal. “None we need to worry about.”

	“What then?” Ariad asked.

	“I don’t know. Something . . .” Vatar caught himself before he said too much. It was one of his mother’s oldest admonitions—almost as old as “Don’t touch the fire!” From the very first time he’d tried to describe that infrequent feeling of danger, she’d warned him not to mention it to anyone but her and Pa. Even his little sister Kiara didn’t know about it. 

	Vatar was already different enough—dark-haired and strongly-built among the tall, lanky, fair Dardani. Though she was Dardani now, his mother had come originally from a far-off city on the sea coast. The Dardani would accept his hair color and height, but not anything that even hinted at forbidden magic. Other than a few old stories, Vatar had no idea why his people had such deep-seated superstitious fear of magic, but he knew full well that it was one of the few things they’d never forgive.

	Vatar didn’t think the itch between his shoulder blades was magic, any more than his ability to sense lions. That was his connection to his clan’s totem spirit—just like Ariad could sense eagles. But Mother’s caution was second nature by now. He forced one corner of his mouth up in a half-smile. “Maybe I’ve just heard one too many of Pa’s stories about Themyri ambushes.”

	Ariad barked a laugh. “Haven’t we all? To hear our fathers tell it, the river is almost as dangerous as the Great Forest.” He shuddered a little at the reference to the one place all plains-dwelling Dardani feared most and made a surreptitious sign against magic and evil spirits. Being Eagle Clan, Ariad’s hand curled in an imitation of an eagle’s talons.

	Up ahead, Torkaz turned in his saddle. “Are you two coming or not?”

	Ariad waved his hand and kicked his horse into a canter. Vatar shrugged and followed. 

	Torkaz wiped sweat from his forehead. “It’s too hot out here. Everything worth hunting is lying up in the shade somewhere.” He slipped his bow back into the fringed sheath on his saddle and grinned. “Why not cut our losses and cool off in the river?”

	Ariad’s gaze flicked to Vatar. “We’re not supposed to—”

	Predictably, Torkaz treated this simple statement as a challenge, standing up in is stirrups to make himself taller. “You have a better way to cool off?” 

	Ariad looked around the empty plains. “No.”

	“Besides,” Torkaz went on, “the tribe won’t be staying here much longer. The rains are bound to come soon. Then we’ll go back to the Zeda waterhole, probably before midsummer. How often do the Dardani come all the way to the river?” His eyes glowed with excitement. “And next time, even if it’s as soon as next year, we’ll all have passed our manhood test and be too grown up to go wade in the river. This may be our last chance.”

	Daron shouted, “Race!” and took off at a gallop. Torkaz and Vatar whooped and jeered at each other as they urged their horses to speed in Daron’s wake. Ariad flailed his reins to speed his horse as he chased after the other three boys.

	It wasn’t long before Vatar stood beside his friends on the bank looking down at the river. Below where he stood was a broad boulder-strewn shelf. A few puddles of water lay scattered between the rocks, cut off from the main current by the drought. 

	Torkaz had already taken hold of the exposed root of one of the trees to swing himself down. Once he stood on the shelf, Torkaz’s head was level with Vatar’s boots. 

	“Come on!” Torkaz said. “No point in just standing up there.”

	Daron and Ariad paused to scan the open country on the far side of the river. That was Themyri territory and this anemic river wasn’t much of a barrier against them. But the only thing moving on that side of the river was a herd of wild horses. Vatar turned to look upriver and twitched his shoulders against the prickle between his shoulder blades. Whatever was wrong was in that direction, but he still couldn’t see, hear, or smell anything out of the ordinary.

	Daron gestured to the mountains in the distance, partly obscured by dark, low-hanging clouds. “Look at those clouds. Why can’t that rain be falling out on the plains, where it could do some good?”

	Ariad looked down. “With all that rain upstream, you’d think there’d be more water in the river, wouldn’t you?”

	Below, Torkaz had already stripped off his boots and tunic and was splashing in the cool water with his trousers rolled up to his knees. Daron shrugged and grasped the root to swing down to the shelf. With a peal of laughter, Ariad followed him. 

	 Vatar paused, looking from the distant mountains to the river below. A chill ran down his spine in spite of the hot summer sun. This is a very bad idea. With his hand at his side, Vatar made the sign of the lion, thumb and forefinger mimicking the open mouth of a roaring lion. “Maybe this isn’t a good idea, after all. Let’s go back.”

	Torkaz squinted up at him. “What are you scared of? It’s just a little water. It’s not even all that deep.”

	Stung by Torkaz’s taunt, Vatar took a step toward the edge. Before he could scramble down, Ariad and Daron grabbed his ankles. They laughed as they pulled him down, carried him over to the river, and tossed him in.

	Vatar came up sputtering in the cool water. Torkaz laughed at him. For just an instant he was tempted to pull Torkaz down into the water and see how he liked it. Sometimes Torkaz could just be so . . . Torkaz. Instead, Vatar retaliated by splashing water at the other three until they were all soaked and cackling with laughter. The cool water felt delicious after the sweaty heat of the plains.

	A fish flashed silver between Ariad’s feet. For a while, the boys turned their attention to following the fish and trying to catch one with their hands. Trying to run after a particularly big fish, Daron tripped over a rock and discovered still more fascinating creatures underneath it. The boys left off chasing fish to turn over rocks. Vatar was so totally absorbed in studying the strange creatures that lived on the river bed, examining each new bug or fish with interest, that for a long time he paid no attention to his nagging feeling of unease. 

	Vatar’s waterlogged boots slowed him down. The others were quicker in chasing after the fascinating water creatures. Well, there’s an easy way to fix that. Vatar climbed back onto the shore and sat down to pull off his boots. He stripped off his cotton tunic for good measure and laid them both out on a rock to dry in the sun. It wouldn’t take long in this heat. 

	Now that he was no longer captivated by the river and its creatures, the vague feeling of danger grew again. As he turned to wade back into the river, Vatar stopped and looked around. He still couldn’t see anything even remotely threatening, but the feeling was too strong to ignore. “I think we should leave now.”

	“Tired already?” Torkaz answered. “Where’s your sense of adventure?”

	He certainly couldn’t tell Torkaz why he really wanted to leave, but he had to try something. His stomach rumbled and he thought about the meatrolls in his saddlebags. “I’m hungry. Why don’t we go back up to the top of the bank and eat?”

	Daron and Ariad turned at that and started splashing back toward the beach. 

	“Yeah, I’m hungry, too,” Daron said.

	Torkaz waded out farther. “Go if you want. I’m not keeping you. But I’m staying until I’m done exploring.”

	Vatar had had just about enough of Torkaz’s superior attitude. “Fine, then.”

	He turned to grab his wet tunic and his boots. And froze. A sound like all the lions of the plains roaring at once filled the river canyon, echoing off the banks. Impossible. His senses told him there were no lions within miles. But there was no arguing with that roar. Vatar dropped his clothes and sprinted for the bank. He grabbed the tree root and scrambled up like a jackrabbit. 

	He turned at the top to help pull Ariad and then Daron up. Torkaz splashed through the river after them. Vatar turned to look upriver. A wall of water as high as the banks careened around the curve, carrying horse-sized boulders and whole, uprooted trees along with it.

	Vatar had to force himself to look away and back to Torkaz. “Run!” 

	Torkaz tried to run faster, but the knee-deep water prevented it. He tripped over one of the stones they’d overturned in their explorations. Vatar looked back upriver. There was time. There had to be. He took a deep breath and reached for the tree root to swing back down. 

	Daron caught his arm. “You can’t. You’ll be killed.”

	“We can’t just leave Torkaz—”

	“He’s up!” Ariad said.

	Vatar and Daron turned. Torkaz was on his feet, blood dripping from a cut on his forehead, and struggling toward the bank. Vatar threw himself on the ground and leaned out to help his friend. Daron and Ariad each grabbed one of Vatar’s legs to steady him. 

	Torkaz jumped for the tree root and missed. Vatar leaned farther out to grab Torkaz’s arm. All three boys started to pull. Torkaz’s feet scrabbled at the steep bank, trying to push himself higher. Between them, Torkaz’s shoulders were just about level with the top of the bank when the water hit. The rushing water pulled at Torkaz, but Vatar tightened his grip, refusing to let go. Torkaz grabbed hold of the tree root with his free hand.

	They were going to make it. “Pull!” Vatar screamed.

	For a moment, Torkaz hung there. The water dragged him out so that his body was horizontal to the ground. All of Vatar’s body felt stretched to the breaking point as Daron and Ariad fought to haul them both in. The current was too strong. The best Vatar could do was to hold on for dear life.

	A rock propelled by the rushing wave of water struck Torkaz in the head. The boy went limp and his grip on the tree root loosened. Now the only thing keeping him from being swept down river with the flood was Vatar’s hold. Vatar felt as if his arms were being pulled out of their sockets. Torkaz acted as a weight, dragging Vatar farther out into the river. The rough stone of the riverbank scraped his bare skin. His hands were clenched so tightly around Torkaz’s arm he could feel the bone. Still, he would not let go. 

	A tree branch as big around as his thigh struck Vatar in the side, driving the air out of his lungs. The impact numbed Vatar’s arm and hand. Torkaz slipped out of Vatar’s grasp, tumbling downriver among the boulders and trees. “No!” The cry sent a flash of agony through his chest.

	At the release of the extra weight, Daron and Ariad fell back, dragging Vatar with them. With his good arm braced against a tree trunk, Vatar tried to get to his knees. He nearly passed out from the pain in his arm and side. His breath came in shallow pants. 

	“Stay still, Vatar. You’ll only make it worse,” Ariad said, coming to his side. Tears traced unheeded down his cheeks. He sniffed and looked up at Daron. “He’s hurt bad.”

	Daron quivered all over. “What do we do?” His voice was shaky.

	“You’re a better rider than me,” Ariad said. “Ride back to the village for help. And get them to start a search for Torkaz. I’ll do what I can here.”

	Daron nodded once and drew in a breath that seemed to steady him. He ran off to where they’d left the horses.

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 2: Wounds

	 

	Vatar woke in the dark. He knew he was inside a hut because of the smell of the sod and the faint, sweet scent of the grass mat underneath him. His left arm was splinted and bandages were wrapped tight around his chest. He didn’t remember reaching the village. The last thing he remembered was the riverbank. 

	Torkaz! He had to tell someone about Torkaz so they could send help. No, wait. Daron would have done that, right? He had to make sure.

	Vatar tried to sit up and draw breath to call out. Instead he gasped at the pain in his side. A hand pressed him back against the mat. 

	“Lie quiet. You’ve got a couple of broken ribs to go along with the broken arm.” 

	The voice was his mother’s from somewhere behind him. He tried to move so he could see her, but her hand restrained him. Instead, she opened a vent behind his head, to let a little light into the hut.

	His sister, Kiara, sat, quiet and scared, against the wall. Vatar felt a rush of relief that she hadn’t been with them at the river. Half their age, she still so often tried to join the boys’ excursions. She’d have been even more daring and stubborn than Torkaz. Fear was not something he was used to seeing on her face.

	Mother moved to sit in front of him. He could see the worry in her eyes. She’d been watching over him. Vatar felt a hard lump in the pit of his stomach. Mother never fussed over his injuries. 

	“Torkaz . . .”

	“The men are out looking for him.”

	“I should be—”

	Mother shook her head and gave him one of her stern looks. “The only thing you could possibly do out there is pass out again. Then one of the men would have to leave the search to bring you back. You’ll help more by staying here and healing.”

	“But—”

	Mother heaved a great sigh. “Are you thirsty?”

	He was. He hadn’t thought about it until she asked. Vatar nodded. She propped him up just a little and held a cup to his lips so he could drink. He expected water, but this was sweet. Where had she gotten fruit juice at this season? As his eyes started to close, he realized the truth. Pauver juice. And a pretty strong mixture from the way his body had suddenly gone limp. He started to protest, but sleep overtook him.

	~~~

	Vatar struggled up from a dream—a nightmare—of a towering wall of water rushing down on him and blinked at the hide roof of the hut. Some kind of noisy uproar outside the hut had waked him. Raised voices, not thundering water. It took a considerable clamor to penetrate the walls of a sod hut. Kiara was gone, but Mother still sat next to him.

	“Wha—?” he tried to ask around what felt like a wad of cotton in his mouth, but was really just his dry tongue.

	Mother reached out to keep him from trying to sit up. “I don’t know. Stay quiet.”

	The hide covering the door to the hut was thrust aside. Kiara stumbled in as if she’d been pushed. Pa followed her, ducking his head as he stepped down into the sod hut.

	Pa’s eyes scanned Vatar, taking in the bandages and the bruises, which were turning a dramatic shade of purple. Then he turned to Mother. “They’ve found Torkaz.”

	Mother stood up and reached for her healer’s bag, but Pa put a hand out to restrain her, shaking his head.

	Vatar choked, struggling to sit up in spite of the pain. “No. No, no, no.” Torkaz couldn’t be dead. Vatar couldn’t remember a time before Torkaz had been his friend. They’d escaped trouble so many times—from far worse than a little water. How was it possible that Torkaz was gone forever? He’d never believe it unless he saw it for himself. 

	Pa knelt quickly by Vatar’s side. “I’m afraid there wasn’t anything we could do for him. I’m sorry, son.”

	Hot tears splashed down onto the woven grass mat. Vatar turned his head to hide them. “It’s my fault.”

	“I can’t see what makes it your fault,” Pa said.

	“I knew. I knew we shouldn’t be there. I knew something bad was going to happen. I should have tried harder to make Torkaz listen to me.”

	Pa shook his head. “Torkaz never listened to anyone. Why should you be different? Don’t blame yourself.”

	Mother sat at Vatar’s other side, with another cup. “You need to rest. Drink this.”

	Vatar turned his head away. “It’ll make me sleep again. I don’t want to.”

	“Your mother says you need to rest. And she’s the best healer on the plains. Better do as she says.” Pa took the cup and held it to Vatar’s lips, his hand behind Vatar’s head. 

	As soon as Vatar had emptied the cup, Pa stood up. He reached out his arms and drew Mother in. 

	Vatar’s eyes grew heavy, so he let them close. This brew must not have been as strong as the first. He drifted, but it didn’t send him straight to sleep.

	“This will only delay it. He’ll feel the loss just as keenly when he wakes,” Pa’s voice said.

	“I know,” Mother’s voice answered. “But I don’t want him overtaxing those ribs just yet. If he gets too agitated, he could still puncture a lung. If we can just avoid that, he’ll be fine. If not . . .” 

	~~~

	Mother allowed Vatar up in time for Torkaz’s funeral. Wincing at the pain of bending down, he pushed his way through the cowhide door-covering and stood blinking in the sunlight. It should be raining, grey and gloomy, not this bright morning.

	Pa started off across the village and Vatar followed. It was a long walk to the place where the Raven Clan had built a scaffold for Torkaz’s body. The place was carefully chosen, where the ravens of his clan totem could carry him to the Overworld. Others joined them in the trek, Daron and his father, Uncle Bion, along with Ariad. Mother had kept Kiara home, saying she was too young.

	Strange that the life of the village was going on as usual. Children played, laughing and chasing each other around the sod huts. Women cooked or laid freshly washed clothes out to dry. Goats and chickens, and a few of the dogs that were too old or too young to work the herds wandered the dirt paths between the huts. It was wrong that everything should be so normal when Torkaz was dead.

	Against tradition, Torkaz’s body had been covered with a blanket. Maktaz laid his hands gently on his son’s forehead and chest. Then his Clan brothers lifted Torkaz’s body up to the scaffold and removed the blanket. Vatar glimpsed the purple-black bruise along the side of Torkaz’s body and the way his foot was misshapen and twisted at an angle that looked painful. He closed his eyes and looked down. 

	At this point, Maktaz’s role changed from grieving father to tribal shaman. With a cracking voice, he began the Dardani Chant for the Dead and the others joined in the slow, solemn hymn. The parts transferred seamlessly from the men to the women. The finale that ended in a note of hope for rebirth in the Overworld was sung by Torkaz’s age mates. 

	Vatar joined in with Daron and Ariad, despite the pain in his ribs when he drew a deep breath. The voices of the other two boys broke and faltered. Vatar tried to carry on and for a moment his voice rose above the mostly Raven Clan boys that made up the rest of the chorus. Then the music swept upward toward its climax and the pain in his side sharpened. Vatar stumbled to a halt.

	Vatar shivered, feeling as if an icy draft had struck the back of his neck. He turned his head to see Maktaz eyeing him.

	After the chant, individuals remained for a while, heads down, remembering Torkaz. Then, one by one, they began to disperse. Vatar stayed longer than most. He had more to remember. Ariad and Daron stood silent to either side of him. Pa and Uncle Bion stood at a little distance and spoke in hushed tones as they waited for the boys to finish recalling their friend. 

	Memories of Torkaz flooded through Vatar’s mind. Being set on their first horses by their fathers, learning to ride together. Climbing the fruit trees at the Zeda waterhole as young boys, seeking the last of the season’s fruit. Torkaz always climbed highest, daring Vatar and the others to follow him. Torkaz was always confident, sure that he could do anything—and get away with it. Until now, he had. Vatar still could not believe that he would never see Torkaz again. It just didn’t seem possible.

	The shaman stepped in front of the three boys. “You. How is that you survived when my son did not?” There was a wild look in his eyes and spittle flew from his lips as he spoke.

	Daron and Ariad backed away. Vatar stayed, despite the prickly feeling that raised the hairs on the back of his neck. He wanted to give some sort of explanation to Torkaz’s father, but he didn’t know what to say. “I . . . I . . . It was just luck, I guess.”

	“Luck?! Luck that you should live and my son, the next shaman of the Dardani should die? I’d call it more the work of Evil Spirits, to rob the Dardani of their next defender.” Maktaz grabbed the front of Vatar’s tunic in a vise-like grip. “Were you in league with them?”

	“No!”

	The shaman pulled on Vatar’s tunic and gave it hard jerk, bringing his face close to Vatar’s. “Then why did they let you live, boy?”

	Vatar gasped at the pain in his side caused by that tug on his tunic. He raised his hands to try to dislodge Maktaz’s. “I’d gone up on the beach to dry off. When . . .” Vatar had to stop to swallow. He didn’t dare close his eyes or he’d see that wave descending on him again. “When the flood came, I was closer to the bank. Torkaz . . . I tried to hold on. I just wasn’t strong enough.”

	“No one could have held on against that wave,” Pa said, pulling Vatar away from Maktaz and placing an arm around the boy’s uninjured shoulder. “You’re overwrought, Maktaz. It was an accident. No one’s fault.”

	Pa turned Vatar around and gestured to Ariad and Daron to go ahead of them. Pa herded them all back toward the village. Uncle Bion closed in, walking beside Daron.

	Pa and Uncle Bion had a tense, under-voiced conversation as they walked back across the village. Vatar made no attempt to hear them. He was too preoccupied by his own renewed guilt over his failure to save Torkaz. His fault. He should have insisted that they leave the river. He should have held on tighter. He should have . . . 

	Vatar didn’t even notice when Uncle Bion led Daron and Ariad away. Pa helped him to step down into their hut.

	Pa blew out his breath. “Well, that went worse than even I expected.”

	“Why? What happened?” Mother asked.

	Pa poked his head out through the hide door covering before answering in a low voice. “Maktaz has been unhinged by his grief. Not that he was that stable to begin with. He blames Vatar and the other boys for Torkaz’s death.

	Vatar punched his right fist into his left palm. “It is my fault.”

	Pa turned Vatar around to face him. “No, it’s not. I know you feel you should have tried harder, but what you did was more than I’d expect of a grown man. You did all you could and more. You risked yourself for your friend. No one can expect more than that from you—not even you.” Pa’s hands squeezed Vatar’s shoulder hard. “This is very important, Vatar. You must never give Maktaz any reason to think you have any fault in Torkaz’s death.”

	“But—”

	“No. Listen to me. Maktaz is my cousin. I know him better than most. He’s always been too ready to see a slight or an insult where there was none. And too eager to take vengeance for it. In this, he is very dangerous. I’ve already spoken to Bion and he’ll warn Ariad’s father. The three of you need to stay as far away from Maktaz as you can.”

	Mother bit her lip and said very quietly. “They can’t.”

	Pa looked up. “Eh?”

	“The boys are due for their manhood tests this year. Maktaz wouldn’t . . . would he use that test for his revenge?”

	Pa released Vatar and began to pace. “Sky above and earth below! With everything else, I hadn’t thought about that. Yes. He might just be crazy enough to do that. The shaman has complete discretion in setting the test.”

	“But . . . all the boys face the same test, together,” Mother said.

	“True,” Pa said without breaking his stride. “I’ll speak to Bion and Larad. It is within the Clan chiefs’ authority to hold some boys back from the test.” He nodded to himself. “Yes. I think it would be best if you three waited until next year for your tests.”

	“Pa!” Vatar choked out in outrage.

	Mother wrapped her arms around him. “Easy, Vatar. You wouldn’t have been healed enough for this year’s test anyway.”

	Vatar fought against her hold on him. The test was weeks away, yet. “I can ride.”

	Mother patted his shoulder. “There’s no guarantee that the test would involve riding.”

	“Even if it did,” Pa put in, “the question isn’t so much whether you can ride as whether you can fall off—and not kill yourself with the fall. Those ribs of yours need more time to heal before you can say that.”

	Vatar shrugged and couldn’t hide his wince at the pain.

	“See what I mean?” Pa said.

	Mother drew in a deep breath and looked up at Pa. “You should talk to Bion and Larad. Warn them. After that . . . since Vatar will not be taking part in this year’s test, there’s no reason to delay the trading trip to Caere, is there?”

	Pa made a chopping motion with his hand, as if to cut off this idea. “The trading can wait. I’ll stay here until I’m sure Vatar is safe from Maktaz.”

	“Actually, I was thinking we should all go this year. I haven’t seen my brother or his family since before Vatar was born. The change of scene, the new things to see and learn, would likely do Vatar good, too. Keep his mind off darker thoughts.”

	Vatar opened his mouth to object. He didn’t need Pa to watch over him anymore. And he didn’t need to be distracted, like he was Kiara’s age. Wait. What? Go to Caere? He was half outraged at the idea of running away and half excited by the prospect of going to the city. None of his friends had ever been there—or expected to ever get the chance to go to the sea coast.

	Pa cocked his head to one side and stared at Mother. “The last time we talked about this, you were against me taking Vatar to Caere.”

	Vatar’s brows drew down at this. Pa had wanted to take him to Caere before this and Mother—who was from there—had objected? Why? And when had this conversation about him taken place without him even knowing about it? 

	Mother sighed and nodded. “That was then. I think the danger is greater for him here, now. Lanark will have ways to keep him safe there.”

	Pa nodded. “We’ll leave when you think Vatar is fit to ride that far, then.”

	Vatar looked from one to the other. Something more was going on here. Something he ought to know about. One glance at Mother’s face told him he wouldn’t be getting any answers from her right now. Well, it’d take several days to get to Caere. Maybe he’d have a chance to get Pa to tell him more. 

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 3: Caere

	 

	Pa helped Vatar up onto the back of a sedate and steady mare with a smooth gait that wouldn’t jar his healing ribs. Exactly the kind of horse he’d normally label boring. They set out with a small mixed herd of cattle and horses for trade and a string of pack horses loaded with other trade goods—hides, mostly—and broken iron tools for mending.

	Vatar shrugged his shoulders to rid himself of the itch between his shoulder blades, but it wouldn’t go away. He turned his head to see Maktaz watching him, eyes as cold and pitiless as the Raven of his Clan totem. That look promised that Vatar couldn’t escape from Maktaz’s vengeance. He’d be coming back to the Dardani—and Maktaz would be waiting. Vatar suppressed a shudder and tightened his legs around the mare’s ample belly to move her along faster.

	He turned his attention to what was ahead. He’d never seen a real city or the ocean. In fact, he’d never been outside the traditional territory of the Dardani. Right now, he was just glad to be leaving. If Vatar never saw this river again, that would be just fine with him.

	The ride across the plains was familiar, comforting in a strange way. He’d never been this way before. He didn’t recognize landmarks or waterholes. But the plains were much the same everywhere. The rolling, grassy landscape where earth and sky met in a great unbroken circle just felt right. This was the way his world was supposed to be. 

	Away from the summer clan gathering, even Torkaz’s absence wasn’t such a gaping hole. Belonging to different clans, they’d only ever been together at midsummer anyway. When the clans broke up in the autumn, Vatar, Torkaz, Daron, and Ariad had been separated, too. If he didn’t dwell on it, he could almost believe that Torkaz was just with his clan, not dead.

	Vatar remembered the curious conversation when his parents had decided on this trip to Caere. He rode up alongside Pa. “You wanted to take me to Caere before this?”

	Pa looked over at him with one eyebrow raised. “Your mother and I discussed taking you and Kiara to meet her family. Which we are doing now.”

	All right, so Pa wasn’t going to be much more informative than Mother. That didn’t mean Vatar was going to give up. “But Mother thought it was dangerous. Why?”

	Pa turned back to paying attention to the trail ahead. “Crossing the plains is always dangerous.” He turned his head back not quite far enough for Vatar to see his face. “Especially with boys who refuse to pay attention to their tasks. You’re supposed to be on the other side of the herd, to keep them moving.” 

	Vatar sighed and went back to his position, more certain than ever that there was something his parents weren’t telling him. One way or another, he was going to find out whatever it was they were hiding, if he had to wait until they arrived in Caere.

	After five days of easy riding, the landscape began to change. The gently rolling hills flattened out. The grasses were shorter and interspersed with strange scrubby bushes with long thorns. In two more days, they rode past the first of the farms. The farmhouse was as large as three Dardani huts put together and made of wood. Vatar’d never imagined using precious wood to build a dwelling. The strange house sat in the center of rectangular fields filled with unnaturally straight rows of crops, nothing like the chaotic vegetable patches tended by the Dardani. 

	Vatar smiled for the first time in days, feeling like he was entering a whole new world, and hurried his horse forward to see what was next. 

	~~~

	The next day, they stopped at the top of a hill overlooking the city of Caere. Vatar heard Kiara asking a thousand questions about it, but it seemed like her voice and Mother’s answers came from a great distance. 

	He had an impression of large buildings of wood or stone, clearly meant to be permanent, and a network of stone-lined streets. And an island with a building much too large to be real. The breeze carried an unfamiliar smell, reminding him of the time he and Torkaz had found a dead fish in the shallows of the waterhole at Zeda, where the clans more commonly spent the summer when there wasn’t a drought. All overlain by other, unfamiliar scents. 

	But Vatar’s full attention was locked on the bay on the other side of the city and even beyond the island. So much water and all in motion. He could hear his own heartbeat pounding in his ears. He wanted to turn and flee back to the plains. Sky above and earth below! There was too much water.

	Looking out into the bay had been a mistake. He couldn’t take his eyes off it. It was the largest body of water he’d ever imagined, his worst nightmare. If all of that water were to crash in one great wave . . . . Vatar wanted to close his eyes to shut it out, but he couldn’t. His panic kept his gaze riveted on the bay.

	He was grateful when Kiara’s questions finally ran down and they started along the road that wound down from the bluff. True, they were going nearer to all that water, but the twists and turns of their path mostly hid it from his sight. When they reached the bottom, a stone wall three times his height blocked all view of what lay beyond. Vatar could breathe when he didn’t have to look at all that water.

	They all stopped and dismounted just outside the City Gate. Pa drove the herd and the horses into a fenced pasture. “We go on foot from here.” He rummaged around in his travel pack and came up with a twisted piece of copper, something like a short length of rope, formed in a broken circle with knobs on the open ends. Pa put it around his neck.

	“What’s that?” Vatar asked.

	“A torc,” Pa answered. “Here in Caere, they use it as a symbol of manhood. I need it to conduct business, here.”

	Pa guided them on foot through the winding streets of Caere. The brick or stone houses crowded together, towering over the streets. Used to the low huts of the Dardani, Vatar marveled at the height of these buildings. 

	Occasionally, down one of the straighter streets, it was possible to catch a glimpse of the bay beyond, but for the most part, it was hidden by the tall buildings. That suited Vatar. He didn’t want a closer look at the ocean. In fact, he would prefer to forget that it was there at all.

	At intervals, they passed through large open spaces, crowded with people. All around the sides of these squares were booths and stalls of all sizes, shapes, and colors. And people in those stalls were selling everything that could be imagined, loudly proclaiming their wares to all passersby, each seller insisting that what he had for sale was the best to be found in Caere. 

	As they walked through these marketplaces, Vatar craned his neck, trying to look to all sides at once. He glimpsed fish laid out on beds of seaweed, fruits, some of which were new to him, and many things for which he had no names. There were also unfamiliar smells, some more pleasant than others. Some vendors were selling what Mother identified as ‘pies’. Those smelled very good indeed, but Pa showed no sign of slowing down for anything. To Vatar, it was total confusion. Nothing like it existed among the Dardani.

	By the time they stopped outside the gate of a house that looked to Vatar like any of the others around it, he felt dazed by the strange surroundings. The buildings boxing him in and blocking his view of earth and sky were nearly as disturbing as the knowledge of all that water so close by.

	 The gate opened on an enclosed yard behind the house. In the middle of the yard was a half-enclosed workshop. 

	“Ho! Lanark!” Pa called.

	A man came out of the workshop. He was shorter than Pa, but more heavily muscled and had light brown hair like Mother. 

	“Danar! We’ve been expecting you,” the man said, walking towards the gate. Then he caught sight of Mother and hurried forward. He threw the gate open and engulfed Mother in a hug. “Lucina, it’s been much too long.” He held her out at arm’s length. “You look well. Life as a barbarian seems to suit you.”

	Mother laughed. “Lanark, blunt as ever.”

	Lanark turned, not taking his arm from around Mother and looked at Vatar. “Who’s this? It can’t be . . .”

	“It is,” Mother said. “This is my son, Vatar. And our daughter, Kiara.”

	“Nearly grown already? It doesn’t seem possible that it could have been that long. Then again, he’d be a year or so older than my Arcas, now wouldn’t he?” He grinned at Kiara, too. “Come inside. This is cause for a celebration.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 4: The Smiths’ Guild

	 

	“Castalia! Arcas! We have guests,” Uncle Lanark bellowed as they entered the house.

	A short, round woman poked her head out of a door to the left, seeming vexed by the interruption until she recognized her guests.

	“Lucina! And Danar! Welcome!” The woman bustled out to greet them. She caught sight of Kiara and pulled her into a hug. “What a little beauty! You’ll be breaking hearts in another few years.”

	A boy of about Vatar’s age, dark and stocky like Uncle Lanark, came in from outside, wiping his hands on a leather apron.

	“Arcas, come here,” Uncle Lanark said. “You remember your Uncle Danar, of course. This is your Aunt Lucina. And these,” he added with one hand on Vatar’s shoulder and the other on Kiara’s, “are your cousins, Vatar and Kiara.” 

	Arcas smiled and nodded to them. 

	Aunt Castalia stroked Kiara’s light brown hair. She gestured toward the large front room of the house. “It’s quite a treat to have all of you here.”

	Mother put a hand on Kiara’s shoulder to keep her from squirming away. 

	“We have quite a lot to discuss,” Pa said.

	Uncle Lanark’s eyes narrowed. He rubbed his finger across his lips. “Arcas, this is Vatar’s first visit to the city. Why don’t you take the rest of the day off and show him around? Take him by the Smiths’ Guildhall. Then you can go to the main market.” Lanark dug into his purse and pulled out a few coins. “Here, take this.”

	“But don’t spoil your dinner, boys,” Aunt Castalia said. “Kiara, you know our neighbor has a little girl just about your age. And I believe their cat just had a litter of kittens.” Aunt Castalia looked to Mother, who nodded, smiling. “Would you like me to take you over and introduce you?”

	“I’d rather go with Vatar and Arcas,” Kiara said.

	Vatar winced. Why did Kiara always want to tag along with the boys?

	“Not today, Kiara,” Mother said. “You’ll get a chance to see the city later.”

	Arcas pulled Vatar out into the street. “Come on. Before they change their minds and find something for us to do. Or Mother decides on an errand to take up most of our time.” 

	Vatar followed his cousin, but turned his head back toward the adults several times. His mind was still on the conversation going on behind him. Behind his back. It was obvious to him that the adults were getting the youngsters out of the way so they could talk about something. The same something they’d both refused to talk about all the way to Caere. No one seemed to want to explain anything to Vatar. All of which only served to make him more curious. Especially since he was sure whatever it was concerned him.

	Arcas pulled on his good arm. “Come on. The sooner we get done at the Smith’s Hall, the sooner we can get to the market.” He tossed the coins in his hand and laughed. “That’s always more fun with a little money to spend.” He led the way through the confusing maze of streets and buildings that all looked alike to Vatar.

	He paused to look around at one of the street crossings where a few vendors had set up and were crying their wares. Realizing that Arcas had gone on ahead and afraid of getting lost in this strange city, Vatar spun around to locate his cousin and catch up to him. His shoulder bumped against someone else’s. Vatar turned his head to mumble an apology. Two men wearing green-lined blue cloaks, one older than Pa and the other just a few years older than Vatar himself, turned to look at him. The younger one, the one he’d bumped into, shrugged. The older one stared for long enough to make Vatar want to squirm.

	Arcas appeared back at Vatar’s side and pulled him back a little. “Forgive him, my lords, He’s a visitor in our city, unfamiliar with our ways.”

	The younger man waved a negligent hand. “It’s of no matter.” He turned to continue on his way. 

	The older man stared a moment longer before joining him.

	Arcas let out his breath explosively. “You have to learn to be more careful, Vatar. Not all Fasallon are so easy going.”

	“Fasallon?” Vatar asked.

	Arcas looked at him sharply. “You don’t know anything, do you?”

	Vatar drew himself up, though it made his ribs ache. He was maybe a finger-width taller than Arcas. That, in itself was unusual. Vatar was used to being the shortest of his friends. The Dardani tended to be tall, like Pa, but Vatar took after his mother. “I know a lot on the plains. How to ride. How to navigate by landmarks. How to find water. How to build a shelter. How to hunt for food. How to tend the herds. I’ve never been here before.”

	Arcas shrugged. “True. Uncle Danar has talked about how different things are on the plains, before. He knows about the Fasallon. But then, he comes here just about every year. Guess he hasn’t told you much about Caere.” 

	“He usually talks mostly about the trading and about you and Uncle Lanark. That’s what Mother wants to hear about. And about how the Smiths’ Guild won’t permit Uncle Lanark to train one of our young men.”

	“Makes sense.” Arcas shrugged. “Well, there’s a mural at the guildhall that’ll help me explain about the Fasallon. But we’d better step out if we want to have time to go to the market, too. It’s not far now.”

	The Smiths’ Guildhall was surrounded by a high wall. Low buildings, open or mostly open on the side facing the courtyard lined the inside of the wall. One taller building stood in the center of the compound. As soon as they were inside the courtyard, the ringing of hammers on metal echoing off the walls was almost overwhelming. 

	Arcas led him along the outside of one of the low buildings. “This is where they teach the apprentices to work iron. And where journeymen who don’t have their own forges come to work.”

	Underneath the clangor of the hammers, there was another sound, almost a humming noise. Vatar, curiosity aroused, wandered closer. 

	Arcas caught his arm and hauled him back a few steps. “You can watch, but always stay on the outside of the anvil.” He pointed to a large block of metal. “That’s for safety. First thing they teach us apprentices.”

	Vatar watched, fascinated by the red-hot metal. When he concentrated on just one smith, the hum resolved into something that was almost a wordless song. Not a pretty song or even very melodic. Fierce and thrumming. He wanted to hum along with it. “What’s that sound?” He had to shout to make himself heard.

	Arcas raised his eyebrows like Vatar had just asked the dumbest question in the history of the world. “About two dozen hammers striking iron and steel.”

	Vatar shook his head. “The other sound, underneath that.”

	“You can’t hear anything over—or under—all those hammers.” Arcas pulled on Vatar’s arm again. “You can see all that later. If we don’t hurry, we won’t have time to visit the market before we have to head home.”

	Arcas led him into the taller building and down a hallway then turned left toward a large room that ran almost the length of the building on that side. 

	“Come for some extra training, Arcas?” a voice said behind them.

	Arcas turned and stood straighter. “No, sir. Not today. I was just showing my cousin around. He’s new to the city. I was going to show him the mural before we head to the market. If the meeting hall isn’t in use.”

	Vatar turned too and found himself face to face with another heavily muscled man. This one had iron-gray hair and a weather-worn face. 

	The man looked Vatar over, his eyes lingering for a moment on the splint on Vatar’s left arm. Last of all, he met Vatar’s eyes and stiffened slightly. “Lucina’s son, eh? Well, it’s good to see you’ve got your priorities straight, Arcas. Showing him the Guildhall first before pleasure. Get on with it then.”

	The man turned away. Arcas waited until he’d gone out the door before he turned back to the meeting hall. “Whew! That was the Guild Master. Didn’t reckon on running into him.”

	Vatar followed Arcas into the meeting hall and stopped. The long wall opposite the windows was completely covered with a painted scene. The central part was a depiction of the bay with some sort of snake-like monster rising from the waves. Vatar looked away from that and focused instead on what was more familiar. A man, astride a grey horse, holding a long spear ready to thrust into the monster. The man had the same muscular build as everyone he’d seen at the Smiths’ Guild and dark hair, like all the Caereans. Like Vatar and his mother, for that matter. But, instead of brown or hazel eyes like everyone else Vatar had seen here, this man’s were a stormy grey. Like Vatar’s.

	“That part depicts the story of Tabeus,” Arcas said.

	“What story is that?”

	“Tabeus was the first smith. A long time ago, when Caere was little more than a fishing village, the fleet and the town were threatened by a great sea dragon. The people tried to fight the dragon, but they had only copper and bronze weapons back then. Their blades couldn’t pierce the dragon’s scales. Many were killed. They prayed to the Sea Gods for help.

	“It was then that the Sea Gods first came to Caere in person. Tabeus, the son of the Sea King, decided to fight the dragon himself. He forged a special spear blade of steel for the task. And he mastered a horse by his will to stand against the dragon where all other horses had fled. Tabeus waited for the monster to come ashore one night and fought it.

	“It was a great battle. The spear point was strong enough to pierce the dragon’s scales, but the shaft broke when Tabeus tried to drive the point home. You can see the first spear still sticking out of the dragon right there,” Arcas said, pointing to the mural.

	“The dragon almost killed Tabeus, but he escaped. His sister, Calpe, tended his wounds until he was healed. Then he forged a new spear. This blade was also steel. But this time he made the shaft of iron and welded the blade to the shaft.

	“That’d be a very heavy spear,” Vatar said. Pa had taught him to use a spear to hunt with, it being certain he’d never catch anything if he had to depend on his bow. Vatar couldn’t hit anything smaller than a hillside with an arrow. He was better with a spear, but it took practice to learn to balance the long wooden shaft, especially on horseback. He could imagine how heavy and unwieldy a spear with an iron shaft would be. 

	“Well, Tabeus is a god,” Arcas answered. “I guess not much is too heavy for him. Anyway, the second time, Tabeus killed the dragon. Then the people begged the Sea Gods to remain and protect them. Their descendants, the Fasallon, have ruled the city ever since. Tabeus taught us how to smelt and forge iron and steel and basically started the Smiths’ Guild.

	“The rest of the mural depicts the stories of the other Sea Gods.”

	“Very interesting,” Vatar said, keeping his tone neutral. He wasn’t sure how much of this story he really believed. The dragon looked . . . improbable. But if such a thing existed, he doubted that even Daron, the best rider Vatar knew, could make a horse run toward it. The Dardani believed in Spirits that had influence for good or evil, but not in human-shaped gods who took direct action in the world. He knew the Spirits were real. Even here, so far from the plains, he could still feel the Spirit of the Lion. 

	“You don’t believe me, do you?” Arcas asked.

	Vatar shrugged. “I believe that’s the story they tell here. But I’ve never seen a beast like that and I don’t think I believe in your Sea Gods.”

	Arcas took a step back. After a moment, he said, “You’ve just never seen them. It’s too late this year. The Festival, when the Sea Gods parade through our streets was over before you arrived. Maybe next year you’ll see the Festival and then you’ll believe.”

	Vatar shrugged again. “Maybe.” But he doubted it.

	By the time they reached the market, Arcas looked at the sun lowering in the sky and grimaced. They only had time to dicker hastily for a couple of sweet pies and turn back for home. Arcas looked regretfully at the rest of the market. “Maybe we’ll get another chance to come here.”

	Vatar bit into the pie and made a surprised sound.

	“Like it?” Arcas asked.

	Vatar nodded, his mouth too full to talk. Berry juice dripped down his chin. 

	“My mother’s are better.” Arcas brightened. “Maybe she’ll have made some to celebrate your arrival.”

	Vatar hurried his pace. If there were going to be more pies like this, dinner couldn’t come soon enough. “You think so?”

	Arcas laughed. “There’s a good chance. If she hasn’t, we can ask her to make some tomorrow.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 5: Deals

	 

	Danar sat down on one of the long padded benches in Lanark’s front room. Lucina ignored Castalia’s invitation to join her in the kitchen and sat down next to him. 

	Lanark sat down across from them and leaned forward. “So what is it that brought all of you here this year? I thought we’d discussed bringing young Vatar here next year.”

	“Yes. Well,” Danar said. “Things have changed. It seemed prudent for him to come this year. It won’t do any harm. He can begin to get a feel for the work and have a chance to decide for himself if that’s what he wants. And it’s better for him to be away from the plains right now.”

	Lanark’s eyes narrowed. “And what about his manhood test? That’s what you said you were waiting for last time we talked.”

	“Well, he couldn’t do that with a broken arm and two cracked ribs anyway,” Lucina put in.

	“Can’t very well swing a hammer, either,” Lanark replied. “And I thought you were against the idea of offering him an apprenticeship. What’s going on?”

	“There was an accident—” Danar started.

	Lanark waved his hand. “I can see that. What did he do, fall of one off your tall horses?”

	Danar shook his head. “No, he and three of his friends turned what was supposed to be a day of hunting into a chance to cool off in the river.”

	Lanark smiled. “Boys do that all the time.”

	Danar’s lips thinned. “They don’t usually get caught in a flash flood, though.”

	Lanark winced. “Ah.”

	“One boy was killed. The shaman’s son. The shaman . . . isn’t taking it well. He as much as accused Vatar at the funeral. It doesn’t help that Vatar feels guilty for not being able to save his friend. Vatar’d gotten to safety before the flood hit. The injuries were all from trying to save the other boy. I’d as soon have him away from under Maktaz’s eye for a while. Give Maktaz a chance to cool down.”

	Lanark rubbed his chin. “I see. Well, then, assuming the boy agrees I don’t see a problem. He’s old enough to be registered with the guild as my apprentice. The boys his age are due to go through our manhood rites at the end of summer. I expect he’ll be healed enough by then to take part. Have you discussed this with him?”

	Danar shook his head. “Not yet. Vatar has a stubborn streak, but he also has enough curiosity for twenty cats. Better to get him intrigued with the work first, before he sets his mind against the idea.”

	Lanark smiled across at Lucina. “A stubborn streak? In this family?” He guffawed. “Can’t imagine where he could have come by that. Or the curiosity, either.”

	Lucina grinned back. “I am justly punished. And Kiara is ten times worse.”

	Danar shrugged. “She just tries too hard to keep up with her big brother.”

	Lanark sat back and his grin widened. “Assuming your lad shows a gift for the craft, I have a favor to ask in return.”

	Danar sat forward, preparing to trade. “You know that the Dardani’ll give a great deal for this training. Whatever the Guild asks, the Clans will give it willingly.”

	Lanark waved his hand. “No, no, nothing like that. This is strictly between you and me. I’m ashamed to say that my own son has little talent or liking for the smith craft. But he shows some promise as a merchant. Castalia’s brother will sponsor him into the Merchants’ Guild, if I ask, but he’ll need some kind of a stake to get him started after his apprenticeship, which I can’t give him. Or some other advantage. A year or two among your people, to gain a deeper understanding of your wants and needs, could give him that.”

	Danar smiled. “So, we solve each other’s problem, eh? The best kind of trade.”

	“Indeed.” Lanark answered. “Now, we just need to persuade the boys.”

	“Not quite so fast, Lanark,” Lucina put in. “Are you sure that you can keep Vatar from the attention of the Fasallon?” 

	Lanark laughed. “Lucina, he’ll be working in a smithy. The only people he’ll meet in my workshop are other smiths. And, if he accepts an apprenticeship with me, he’ll have the protection of the guild.” His eyes sharpened as he continued to look at her. “Is there a reason to worry? Has he shown any sign of . . . ?”

	Lucina shook her head. “Nothing in years. When he was little, he used to claim he could tell when something was dangerous. I’m not even sure if that’s a kind of Fasallon magic, but I watched him carefully after that. There was never anything else. I finally decided it was just a child’s imagination.”

	Lanark relaxed. “Then I don’t think you have anything to worry about. Why would they even be interested in him? I’m sure the guild and I can keep him safe.”

	Lucina smiled. “I’ll trust you with that, then.”

	~~~

	Danar waited until they were alone in the room Castalia had prepared for them before asking Lucina, “You’re still worried about Veleus after all these years?”

	“Not . . . really. It was never Veleus that I was afraid of to begin with. It was the Temple priests. The Searchers.” Lucina let out a frustrated sigh. “It’s been fifteen years. Vatar has never shown any real sign of having Fasallon magic. If he had, I’d have had you whisk him back here in spite of the Searchers.”

	“Why? Don’t you think I could have kept him safe?” Danar asked.

	Lucina drew a deep breath and let it out. “Normally, yes. But . . . some kinds of Fasallon magic would be much too dangerous among the Dardani.”

	“Like what?”

	“Well, you remember those old stories you told me when I first came onto the plains with you? The ones about how the six clans came together as a single tribe to battle sorcerers that threatened to drive them from the plains?”

	Danar smiled at the memory. “Of course.”

	“Some of what the most powerful Fasallon can do . . . what men like Veleus can do . . . is similar to what the sorcerers in those stories did. And a boy, discovering abilities like that . . . You couldn’t expect him to resist using them, could you? I can just imagine how the Dardani would react to seeing anything like that. Half the tribe would have been calling for an exorcism.”

	Danar forced his hand not to form the Lion Clan warding sign. “Well, it’s a good thing he didn’t inherit any of his father’s magic, then. But you’re still worried about the Searchers?”

	Lucina shook her head. “I guess there’s no reason for them to take an interest in him now. But . . . it’s hard not to worry. He can’t hide the color of his eyes.”

	Danar moved to take her in his arms. “What would they do, now? He’s not a baby anymore. He’s a man grown—or nearly.”

	Lucina shook her head. “I don’t know. They take the babies away to the Temple and they’re never seen by their families again. But I don’t know what they’d do with someone Vatar’s age. I guess I’m just being silly.”

	“You’re never silly, Lucina. Your instincts are always good. Maybe we should tell Vatar, now. Especially if he decides to stay,” Danar said.

	“It wouldn’t bother you to tell him that you’re not his father?”

	“Lucina, I will always be Vatar’s father. I’m the one who held him when he was still damp from his birth. I’m the one that sweated with you through his fevers and accidents and adventures. I taught him to ride and to hunt and to use a spear. I stood for him before the Clan when he got his Clan Mark and I’ll stand for him when he gets his manhood tattoo. He’s my son as much as Kiara is my daughter. And always will be. But it may be time to tell him that I didn’t sire him, so he can be prepared.”

	Lucina was silent for a moment. Finally, she shook her head. “No. If he knows, he’ll be curious. He’ll try to find out more. Then the Fasallon would find out about him.”

	Danar had to laugh. “That would be Vatar all over. Always curious about everything—especially things that could be dangerous for him. We’ll trust Lanark’s judgment, then.”

	“Yes.” Lucina put her arms around Danar and smiled up at him. “Did you notice that Lanark has given us the same room where we spent our wedding night?”

	“As a matter of fact, I did.”

	 

	 

	 


Chapter 6: Smith Craft

	 

	Vatar’s legs were frozen. He couldn’t move. He couldn’t run as the wall of water rushed down on him. The rolling waters swirled and reformed into the raging face of Maktaz as he accused Vatar of somehow killing Torkaz. As the wave fell forward, the mouth opened as if to swallow Vatar. 

	He jerked awake with a gasp, heart hammering in his chest. Vatar sat up shakily and blinked the room into focus, trying to remember where he was. Stone walls, not sod. A strange sleeping platform that Arcas had called a bed instead of a bedroll on the mat-covered floor. Oh, right. His uncle’s house in Caere. That was his cousin Arcas snoring in the next bed. He sank back into the unaccustomed softness. Caere. On the sea coast. That must be why he’d had that dream again. Didn’t account for that last part, though. That was new. 

	Vatar shuddered. Just knowing that all that water was out there, lapping at the solid ground, made his skin crawl. It was enough to kill any hope that he’d be able to go back to sleep.

	He climbed out of the bed as carefully and quietly as he could and crossed to the small window. Near dawn as close as he could tell with so much of the sky obscured by the close-set buildings. He padded out through the kitchen to the open air of the courtyard, glad that Arcas’s apprentice quarters, which Vatar shared for the duration of their stay, was on the ground floor. He couldn’t imagine actually sleeping upstairs, so far off the ground.

	Vatar sat outside in the chill morning air, trying to force his mind to focus on the new and exciting things he’d seen yesterday rather than on the terror of his nightmare. Unsuccessfully, until he thought of the Smiths’ Guild and the men hammering iron and steel into so many useful and beautiful shapes. He’d spent some time watching the metal workers at home, enough to know that bronze and copper weren’t worked anything like that. He’d never heard the molten bronze sing a fierce melody like that of the red-hot iron under the hammer. There was a mystery there that pulled at something deep in his core. He hoped he’d have a chance to find out more while he was here. 

	“There you are!” 

	Vatar started at his aunt’s voice coming from the kitchen doorway. He must have dozed off, dreaming of red-hot iron and steel. That was a strange thing to dream about, but much better than a wall of water wearing Maktaz’s face crashing down on him.

	Vatar turned toward her. “Sorry. I woke up and couldn’t get back to sleep.”

	Aunt Castalia smiled. “Nothing to be sorry about. But come in, come in. Breakfast is ready and I bet you’re hungry.”

	Vatar’s stomach growled loudly at the mention of breakfast.

	Aunt
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