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Chapter 1: Ambush

	 

	Vatar breathed deeply as the road they’d been following faded into the grasses of the plains. Ahead of them the world was only grass-covered earth and cloudless sky, the two melding imperceptibly at the far horizon. Just as the world should be. He’d been born on these plains and returning still felt like coming home. 

	He took a firmer grip on Savara, his four-year-old daughter, and turned in his saddle to smile at his wife. Thekila smiled back, cradling their infant son in a Dardani-style sling.

	Now that they’d left the last of the outlying farms behind them, Vatar turned his attention to scanning their surroundings. He wouldn’t expect many predators this close to the city, but it paid to be careful. He let the remainder of their party sort themselves out. None were new to the plains. They’d all be alert to the dangers in their own ways. Even the dogs they’d brought along from their own farm scented the air and ranged a little ahead or to the side, ready to warn of any danger.

	They were just out of sight of the tree line that marked that last farm when Vatar twitched his shoulders against the prickly feeling that usually presaged danger of some kind. He looked back along their little column. His half-brother, Orleus, stared off in the direction of a small copse of scrubby trees not far off their path, eyes narrowed. Vatar followed his gaze. The tall grasses swayed, but not with the wind.

	“Is that a lion?” Orleus asked.

	“No,” Vatar answered.

	Bringing up the rear, Vatar’s cousin, Arcas, added, “I wouldn’t have to wait to see the movement to know if it was a lion. The only lions nearby are in the opposite direction.”

	Vatar nodded. His connection to the Spirit of the Lion told him the same thing. Which didn’t rule out other predators, of course. Bear was unlikely, but wolves might range this close to the farms. So might a swiftcat, hoping to take down a stray goat.

	Thekila stopped her horse and turned her eyes skyward, tracking an eagle circling high above. Using her connection to the Spirit of the Eagle, she looked at the prairie through the bird’s eyes and shared what she saw with Vatar through their bond. He blinked, adjusting to the dizzying view. Tiny figures moved below. Five larger than the rest, surrounded by five smaller. That would be themselves and the dogs. But they weren’t alone.

	Vatar drew in his breath sharply. Seven—no, eight—men crept towards them, four on each side, swords drawn. “Ambush!” Eight against five—four, really, since Thekila knew nothing of fighting on horseback. And three of them encumbered with the children, because Thekila’s friend Quetza carried Savara’s twin brother in front of her. At least they were mounted against men on foot. That would give them some advantage. And, untrained or not, Thekila wasn’t helpless, by any means.

	Vatar reined his horse in close to Thekila’s and lifted a squirming Savara to set her before Thekila. Protecting her and the children was the first priority and he’d need both hands for that. Then he pulled his spear out of its sheath, glad he’d refitted it with a longer shaft for use on horseback before they left home. Vatar yelled, “Everybody, keep together.”

	Quetza closed up beside Thekila. Good. Besides carrying Zavar, she was a good fighter in her own right. Vatar trusted her to help keep Thekila and his children safe.

	The Dardani herd dogs barked a late warning and would have run into the grass. Vatar whistled them back and gave them the command to guard. There was only one more layer of protection at his disposal. Vatar cast his magical shield to protect Thekila, Quetza, and the children as the first of the attackers stood up and rushed towards them. He didn’t want to keep that up for long. He was the only one who could cast it, but the shield drew its power from Thekila. Best to get this over as quickly as possible. The clashing of steel on steel told him Arcas and Orleus had already met the assailants on the other side.

	The first man bounced off the shield, which was invisible even to those with magic. Vatar lowered his spear point and spurred his horse forward, taking the man in the chest before he had time to catch his balance. Vatar reined his horse around to face the next enemy. That man had gotten close enough to strike upward with his sword. Vatar parried the stroke with his spear, but froze at a wash of fear from Thekila. Had his shield failed to protect her and the children? He wavered for an instant between dealing with his opponent or turning to protect his family. Not us. You. Be careful, Thekila’s voice said in his mind. Vatar’s hesitation had allowed the man to draw his sword back for another blow. Vatar swerved his horse out of the way and then swung his spear point across his attacker’s throat.

	Behind you! Thekila warned. Vatar wheeled his horse in the opposite direction and saw the next enemy struggling to move a sword apparently stuck in midair. In spite of the seriousness of the situation, one side of his mouth quirked up. Thekila’s work, without a doubt, freezing that sword in place. Vatar swung the butt of his spear up into the man’s jaw, laying him out unconscious. The sword arced out away from the fight.

	Another wash of fear from Thekila hit Vatar like a wall, just at the moment that both Savara and Zavar wailed in terror. It wasn’t fear for him this time. Vatar spun his horse and cursed. One of their attackers had slipped past Vatar and around the shield he’d cast. The shield only covered one side and the larger he tried to make it, the more power it drew from Thekila.

	Quetza gripped Zavar tight to her left side with one hand and used Orleus’s old sword to parry the man’s blade. Blood dripped from a slash by her ear and a spot of blood on her sleeve indicated a possible wound to her sword arm, but Quetza’s blade didn’t waver. If she was impeded by Zavar, the attacker was at least equally hampered by the three dogs snapping at his legs. Vatar dropped the now-useless shield and urged his horse forward. At the sound of the approaching hooves, the man turned, and Quetza, taking advantage of the opening, pierced his sword arm with her blade. The man dropped his sword and Thekila sent it spinning deep into the tall grass with a glance. 

	Vatar forced himself to ignore Thekila and Quetza trying to soothe the sobbing children to check what was happening on the other side. Arcas fought with one of their attackers, hampered by a bleeding wound to his left shoulder. Orleus’s two dogs had pulled another of the enemy down, though the bigger dog was bleeding from a gash along his shoulder. Even as Vatar watched, Orleus’s war-trained horse reared up and struck Orleus’s opponent with his hooves. The man dropped like one of Savara’s rag dolls, his head tilted at an impossible angle. Broken neck, most likely. The fourth man tried to run back toward Caere. Orleus spurred after him, the faster of his two hunting dogs speeding ahead. That man didn’t have a chance of getting away. Vatar left Orleus to it and went to help Arcas. 

	Seeing another rider barreling down on him, the remaining attacker threw down his sword. Vatar kept his spear leveled at the man’s chest. “How bad are you hurt?” he asked Arcas.

	Arcas shrugged his left shoulder and winced slightly. “Not bad, I think. I’ll last until we’ve dealt with these, anyway.”

	Vatar nodded and fished in his saddlebag for a length of rope. He tossed the rope to Arcas, who dismounted and started tying up their captive. As Arcas worked, the man’s dun-colored cape twitched aside, revealing the blue and green uniform of the Temple Guard. Vatar and Arcas exchanged a glance and Arcas pulled the bonds tighter. Finishing with the first, they moved on systematically to the man still held captive by Orleus’s bigger tracking dog and the one detained by Quetza and the herding dogs, and finally the one Vatar had knocked unconscious. Meanwhile, Thekila cleaned and tended Quetza’s wounds.

	By then, Orleus and Arrow came back, driving a fifth man before them. Arcas quickly tied him up with the others. 

	“They’re Temple Guards,” Orleus said.

	Vatar nodded. “We know.” He dismounted and advanced on the nearest man, his Dardani long knife in his hand. With the blade to the man’s throat, he asked, “Who sent you?” 

	The man said nothing, cold eyes daring Vatar. 

	This was the man Quetza had wounded. Orleus twisted his injured arm savagely. “You were asked a question. I’d advise you to answer it.”

	“Gerusa!” the man said, gasping from the pain. “It was High Councilor Gerusa. She paid us to kill you.”

	Vatar narrowed his eyes. This one had been caught while attacking Quetza—and Zavar. “Who, exactly, were you supposed to kill?”

	The man clamped his mouth shut until Orleus twisted his arm again. “All of you.”

	“All of us?” Thekila’s voice held an unaccustomed tremor. “Even the babies?”

	The man had the grace to avert his eyes. “Yes.”

	Vatar closed his eyes and drew in several deep breaths, trying to calm himself. When he felt he could control his voice, he gestured to the fallen men. “See to Arcas’s wound and your dog. Then gather up the bodies. I’m going to bespeak Father. He needs to know about this.”

	Orleus and Arcas nodded. 

	“Father!” Vatar called with his mind.

	“Vatar? What is it? I thought you were leaving for Zeda today.” 

	Vatar gritted his teeth. “We did. We were ambushed soon after we reached the plains.”

	“Are you all right? What about Thekila and the children?” Father’s mental voice was immediately concerned. 

	“Minor wounds only, Father. We have five prisoners. The other three are dead. They’re Temple Guards. Gerusa sent them.”

	Father huffed in anger and frustration. “That bitch never did understand the concept of defeat. Are you going to bring them back?”

	Vatar shook his head, even though he knew Father couldn’t see it. “No. I think we’re at the limit of Gerusa’s reach. She’d have trouble sending anyone farther onto the plains than this. If we turned around, we could be walking into another trap. Or she might try something else. We’re safer going forward from here, I think.”

	“What will you do with your prisoners?”

	Vatar glanced toward where Orleus and Arcas had dumped the five survivors in the sparse shade of a bush, upwind from the place where the three bodies had been collected. “We’ve tied them up and we’re going to leave them right here. The High Council can send someone for them. Or not. If not, the lions will likely find them.”

	“That’s not like you, Vatar.”

	Vatar drew a few more deep breaths before answering. “It wasn’t just me they were sent to kill. They would have killed Thekila and my children, too. And they took Gerusa’s orders with that understanding. They don’t deserve any better.”

	“I’ll send someone out to retrieve them. And to arrest Gerusa.” Father’s voice vibrated with an echo of Vatar’s anger.

	“Thank you, Father. I’ll contact you again when we reach Zeda.”

	“Have a safe trip. The rest of it, anyway.”

	Vatar rode up in front of the prisoners. “I’ve informed High Councilor Veleus that you’re here. He’ll send someone to retrieve you. You’d better hope that they find you before the lions do.” He half closed his eyes in concentration and gestured to the south. “There’s a pride of lions about two miles that way. They’re not quite ready to hunt, yet. So you have a chance. Of course, the smell of blood may draw them.”

	Before they started forward again, Vatar took Savara back from Thekila. The little girl clung to him as he set her in front of him. “I told you I’d never let them hurt you again.” 

	Savara nodded.

	“Let’s ride,” Vatar said as Thekila moved her horse beside his.

	~~~

	When they reached Zeda late on the third day, Vatar smiled to see his whole family, including Thekila’s younger brother, Theklan waiting for them. Clearly, Thekila had forewarned her brother by Far Speech and he’d shared the information. There might be some advantages to having just these few Dardani know about his magic after all. 

	He waited until they were settled into the coolness of their sod hut, which had already been prepared for them, before contacting his father again. “Father?”

	“Yes, Vatar?”

	“We’ve arrived safely at Zeda. I said I’d let you know.” Vatar paused a moment. His earlier anger had faded on the second day—and become tinged with just a hint of guilt. He didn’t think he’d guessed wrong, but . . . “Did the men you sent find the ambushers? Before the lions got there?”

	Father chuckled. “Not exactly. But the lions started with the ones that were already dead, so the live ones were brought back without any additional injuries. Physically, anyway. But you knew that would happen, didn’t you?”

	Vatar let out a relieved sigh. “I thought it would. Lions usually won’t waste energy when they don’t need to. What about Gerusa?”

	Father sighed. “Gerusa seems to have had more informants than we realized. She knew that her ambush had failed. Before I could get the High Council to issue an order for her arrest, she’d already fled Caere. It’s almost certain that she took ship to Kausalya.”

	“Won’t Kausalya just return her if you ask?” Vatar asked.

	“Possibly. We’ve certainly warned them about her and asked for her return. But Gerusa has supporters there, too.”

	“Why?” Vatar asked.

	“The mutiny of the unTalented here last winter caused a lot of concern among the Kausalyan Council. They wanted to implement some rather draconian measures to prevent it from spreading to them. Gerusa backed them. Well, she was always one for exerting more control rather than less. There’s at least a chance they’ll give her shelter instead of returning her to us.”

	Vatar grimaced. He hated having an enemy—and there was no doubt Gerusa was his enemy—on the loose. Still, Kausalya was a small city on the coast south of Caere, founded mostly on farming the rich river delta. Vatar had no plans to go there. “Hopefully, she’s far enough away.”

	“Watch your back, Vatar. If I know Gerusa—and I do—she hasn’t given up. It’s not in her vocabulary. She can’t reach you among the Dardani. But be careful when you come back.”

	“I will, Father.” Vatar paused. He’d given this some thought during the rest of the journey. “We’re not planning to stay long this trip. I may find a few sturdy Dardani to come back with us to help manage the herd. With the three children along, it’d be hard for just Arcas and me even with the dogs. We’ll leave early enough that there’ll be plenty of time for them to get back to Zeda before the clans break up for the autumn.”

	“That sounds like a good plan.”

	~~~

	The next morning, they gathered again on the edge of the village to say goodbye to Orleus and Quetza. 

	Thekila looked between the two. “Be careful.”

	Orleus shrugged. “Oh, I don’t think even Mother could pay anyone to come this far to attack us. No, that danger will always be closer in to Caere—and Kausalya, now, I suppose. That could cause some inconvenience in the future.” 

	“Still . . . just take care of each other,” Thekila said.

	Quetza grinned. “We will. Don’t worry about that.”

	Vatar slapped Orleus’s leg. “Fair skies, you two.” 

	Orleus smiled. “For you, also. We’ll meet again. Maybe this winter. Or next year, here at Zeda.”

	“And, in the meantime, we’re never farther away than this.” Quetza tapped the side of her head to indicate Far Speech. 

	With a final wave, the two turned their horses toward the south and rode off. Orleus’s dogs gave a joyous bark and ran ahead.

	Thekila leaned against Vatar. “I hope they’ll be as happy as we are.”

	Vatar put his arm around her waist. “It’ll be different for them. But they’ll make their own kind of happiness together.”

	She looked up at him. “Does that feel true?”

	Vatar gave her a squeeze, knowing she was referring to his Talent of Fore Sight without mentioning anything that sounded like magic around the superstitious Dardani. “Yes. Yes, it does.”

	 

	



Chapter 2: Trust

	 

	Vatar and Thekila watched until the departing horses were almost lost to sight before turning back to the village. When they came in sight of their hut, they found Avaza watching hungrily as the twins played under the watchful eyes of Theklan and Vatar’s younger half-sister, Kiara. They giggled as Vatar’s little half-brother, Fenar, just a year older than the twins, jumped out at them from hiding. Vatar laughed, too.

	Thekila pulled on his arm to make him stop. She cast one distrustful look at Avaza before looking up into his eyes, which wasn’t necessary with Far Speech, far less the more immediate communication through their bond, but it would make better sense to any casual observer. I overheard a few comments about possession this morning when I went down to the waterhole. Avaza hasn’t stopped spreading those rumors. Don’t trust her.

	Vatar nodded, his eyes narrowing. Thanks for the warning. Was Avaza ever going to stop causing him trouble? If she weren’t the twins’ mother, he’d just avoid her. Which was what she seemed to prefer—unless she wanted something from him. He stepped forward, making his footstep deliberately loud so that Avaza would hear him.

	Avaza turned toward him, smiling insincerely. “Hello, Vatar. I . . . I wondered if you’d let me have the twins again this summer.”

	Vatar looked past her to where the twins were now piled on top of Fenar. “We’re not going to be here that long this year, Avaza. Only a seven-day or two at most.”

	Avaza bit her lip. “Even a little time is better than none. It’s been almost a year since I last saw them. They’ve grown so much since last summer.”

	Vatar was silent for a moment as if he was considering it. He’d encouraged Avaza to spend time with the children before and would have now. They were hers, too, after all. Even though the relationship between Vatar and Avaza had soured, he didn’t want that to affect their children. 

	And he could understand how she felt being cut off from them. The times when he’d been forced to leave the twins for months at a time had been the hardest of his life. Whatever else he personally felt about Avaza, he didn’t think it was any easier for her to only be able to see the twins for such a short time each year. 

	After Thekila’s warning, however, he knew he couldn’t risk it. The winter had been eventful for Zavar and Savara—kidnapped, rescued with considerable use of magic, carried to safety by Quetza Transformed into a white wyvern, and Savara’s injury magically healed. It’d be only natural for Avaza, as their mother, to ask about their winter and it was entirely too much to expect four-year-olds not to talk about adventures like that. 

	Vatar knew it would be as much as his life was worth to trust Avaza with knowledge of his magic among the superstitious, magic-fearing Dardani. Last summer, she’d spied on him as he sought advice from the tribe’s shaman and then deliberately started rumors that he was possessed. She seemed to have some misguided notion that she could get permanent control of the twins by discrediting him.

	Bad as that was, he could defend against it, knowing that it wasn’t true. If she started gossip about what the twins might tell her, though, it wouldn’t put just Vatar’s life in danger. The twins would be at risk, too. He wished he believed that Avaza would think things through that far and keep silent, but he knew her too well to expect that. No, much safer to keep the twins among his own family, who already knew about his magic and accepted it.

	The best he could hope for was that he might convince Avaza to give up her attacks on him. Then maybe something good would come of this and he could safely let the twins stay with her again.

	Vatar shook his head. “I don’t think so, Avaza. They’re growing fast. It’s important at their age to have good examples to follow—honorable examples. I’d trust Ariad with that, of course.” He turned his head to meet her eyes. “But not you.”

	Avaza reeled back as if he’d struck her. “What do you mean by that?”

	Vatar sighed. Avaza never seemed to expect her actions to have consequences. “Avaza, last year you as good as admitted spying on me and my family while we conferred with the shaman. That can hardly be considered honorable. It would take a real fool not to connect that with the rumors that I’m possessed that started shortly after that. Which—again—is not true, Avaza.” Vatar had to hold his voice steady not to betray himself with that statement. He wasn’t possessed—exactly. The fact that one of his distant ancestors sometimes spoke to him in his mind was irrelevant. Taleus couldn’t actually make Vatar do anything. All Taleus could do was offer occasional advice and sometimes help to keep Vatar calm in a crisis. Not the same thing as possession, though Vatar seriously doubted Avaza would see the distinction.

	“I didn’t—”

	“Don’t make it worse by adding lying to the list,” Vatar interrupted. “I’m not a fool. And I know you too well.” He drew a deep breath. “Avaza, once before you asked me to name the price of your honor for spreading stories about me. That time, I thought Maktaz had tricked you into it, so I set the price of your honor low. To make the same mistake twice . . . Well, I’m not inclined to set a price a second time. I won’t stoop to your level and spread the word that you are without honor—unless circumstances force me to it. You might want to bear that in mind.” He looked back toward the romping children. “As for the twins, you’ll have to prove to me that you understand your wrongs—and sincerely correct them—before I’ll trust you with them.” Vatar strode on past Avaza toward the hut.

	Thekila smiled as she caught up with him. “Nicely handled. I wonder if she’ll mend her ways after she chews that over.”

	Vatar shrugged. “Knowing Avaza, I wouldn’t count on it. It’d be like her to try even harder to discredit me. Good thing Trev told all the chiefs—and the new shaman—that I’m not possessed before he went home. Pa saw to that. Won’t stop the rumors, though.”

	~~~

	Vatar looked up and sighed when he saw Ariad standing outside his workshop. He should be happy to see his old friend, but he had a feeling that his appearance now had more to do with Avaza, now Ariad’s year mate, than with Vatar. He set aside the repair he’d been about to start. “Fair skies, Ariad.”

	Ariad nodded. “Fair skies, Vatar.”

	“What can I do for you?”

	Ariad shifted uncomfortably. “Avaza is very upset. Could you see your way clear to let us take care of the twins for even just a couple of days? As a favor to me?”

	Vatar drew in a deep breath and let it out. “Ariad, there’s very little I wouldn’t do for you. But I won’t let my children become part of whatever Avaza is up to this time. That, I can’t do.”

	“I know she went too far last summer, prying into your business with the shaman. But she really is just concerned about the welfare of the children,” Ariad said.

	Vatar shook his head. “I don’t really care what she thinks she’s going to accomplish by spreading rumors again, Ariad. I can’t just ignore that. Not after what happened last time.”

	Ariad spread his hands out, palms up. “She’s . . .” He paused, blinking. “Wait. What do you mean last time?”

	Vatar picked up the bent hand weeder he’d been about to straighten. How could Ariad not know this? “You remember three years ago, all the rumors that sprang up before I was forced to challenge Maktaz to the Ordeal?”

	“Y-es.” Ariad made two syllables of the word.

	“Well, all of those rumors were based on things—perfectly innocent things—that Avaza told Maktaz. She was upset that I had been forced to take our children into the Lion Clan to protect them from Maktaz. She came to me at midsummer and confessed what she’d done. Ask Pa or Mother. Or old Draza of the Raven Clan. They were there. Avaza asked me to set the price of her honor. I thought that Maktaz had tricked her, so I set a simple price. Only that she tell the truth—even if no one believed her.” Vatar sighed. “Now, I think I set the price too low. She thinks she can get away with pulling the same trick that Maktaz tried.” He paused. “I don’t think she’s really thought that through. Even if she convinced the tribe that I was possessed, it wouldn’t get her the twins back. But I told her and now I’m telling you, I won’t set a price for the same breach of honor twice. And I won’t trust her with the twins until I’m sure I can trust her not to use them as Maktaz once used her. They’re at a very impressionable age. I don’t want them learning to follow Avaza’s example.”

	Ariad swallowed. “I . . . I didn’t know any of that.”

	Vatar smiled wryly. “I gathered that. I trust your honor implicitly. Avaza will have to prove hers to me. I’m sorry, but that’s my final word.”

	Ariad nodded. “I understand.” He winced. “Avaza’s still not going to be happy.”

	Vatar thought back on what living with an unhappy Avaza had been like for the few months they were year mates. “My sympathies.”

	Ariad drew a deep breath and let it out. “We should have become life mates last year. She wants to have more children—children she can keep, this time. But then when she . . . spied on your interactions with Trev. I thought maybe she still . . . had some feelings for you. So, I put it off. Now . . .”

	“Oh, she has feelings for me all right. She hates my guts.” Vatar closed his eyes, briefly. “Ariad, Avaza and I were always a mistake. We were too young and inexperienced to know it or see past mere physical attraction to more important things. The things that make a relationship work over time. If we’d taken the time to know each other better first, we’d never have become year mates at all. By the end, we were barely talking to each other. And then I had to take our children from her to keep them safe from Maktaz. I can’t really blame Avaza for having a very particular kind of enmity for me.” He grimaced. “Her actions are another matter. She can hate me all she wants, but trying to harm me or mine is something entirely different.” He let out his breath. “What I’m saying is that you shouldn’t judge based only on how she behaves toward me. What’s important is whether you think you can trust her.”

	“Maybe. As you’ve said yourself, it’s also important what her example would teach any child of ours.”

	Vatar nodded agreement with that. “Maybe you should talk to someone less biased. I confess, Avaza isn’t my favorite person, either.”

	Ariad started to leave, then turned back. “Is this why you asked me and my father to sponsor Thekila and Theklan into the Eagle Clan last year? So that their word would carry more weight than Avaza’s in my clan.”

	Vatar shook his head again. “No. I won’t pretend I didn’t recognize that aspect. But there are other reasons why Thekila belonged in the Eagle Clan.” Vatar paused. The next obvious question was what those reasons were. And, since they all involved magic, they were not things he could explain to any Dardani. He wasn’t about to tell Ariad that Thekila could Transform into an eagle, just like Vatar could take the form of a lion. There was, perhaps, one thing he could tell Ariad, though. “When they tattooed her Clan Mark, did you see the little charm Thekila wears around her neck?”

	Ariad cocked his head to one side. “I was preoccupied with Theklan, but my father said she wore a little metal eagle on a chain. I thought it was maybe something you’d made for her.”

	“No, that’s not my handiwork,” Vatar said. “Her people all wear similar amulets, though they’re all different. It’s always some animal that represents that person’s . . . spirit, if you will. The eagle was the symbol they chose for her. Thekila was an eagle long before she was adopted by your clan.” That much, at least, was certainly true. Truer than Ariad would ever know.

	Ariad nodded. “Then she’s in the right clan.”

	



Chapter 3: Kausalya

	 

	Gerusa looked around her new apartment with displeasure. It was not quite rustic, but the Fasallon Palace in Kausalya wasn’t nearly as large or luxurious as the Palace of the Fasallon in Caere. She could make do with it for the time being. At least it was better than the first place they’d given her.

	It had taken Gerusa longer than she’d hoped to establish herself here. Unbelievable, but there’d actually been some chance they’d send her back to Caere. It’d taken some work to prevent that. She’d never thought that the rebellion led by Veleus’s bastard—not Vatar, the other one, Cestus—would benefit her. First, she’d had to persuade them to cut off all but the highest-level communication with Caere. They’d done that themselves just as soon as she informed them that the message senders in Caere were part of Cestus’s faction. Then she’d exploited their fear as the wedge she’d needed to break the Kausalyan Council apart and take over as its new leader.

	She finally had the position at the head of the Council table she’d always wanted and deserved—just in a much smaller city. Well, that would be amended in time.

	A High Councilor from Caere should have been treated with more respect from the beginning. Especially one, like her, who should have been the leader of the High Council. Would have been, but for Veleus’s maneuvering against her. Well, that would be taken care of in due time, too.

	Actually, though it had seemed like disaster at first, this removal to Kausalya might actually work to her benefit in the long run. Already, she had the basis of a plan. Admittedly, this plan would take longer to carry out, but the prize would be worth it. Never mind heading the High Council. Gerusa intended to supplant them all and rule as sole representative of the Sea Gods. No. Not representative. She’d rule absolutely as a goddess in her own right. 

	And, with that power, she’d reverse the foolish policies of the current High Council. Allowing the guilds too much power could only lead to trouble. Someone had to take the reins and steer the Fasallon away from disaster and destruction. 

	First, she needed to consolidate her position here. Then, she could begin her campaign against Caere. She smiled at the thought. She didn’t actually need to do anything for the first part of her plan to play out without her raising a finger. Without her—and her Talent for Transformations—the Festival in Caere was bound to fail. There’d be uncertainty and unrest following that. The Caereans would begin to lose confidence in the High Council. That would be only the beginning of her revenge for their supreme bad judgment in rejecting her.

	Follow that up with shortages. Caere actually grew—or fished for—only a portion of its food. Much came from the other coastal cities along with other commodities the Caereans had become accustomed to. And most of that came either from Kausalya’s rich farm land or through Kausalya from Tysoe. Just a little tightening of the exports—perhaps a tariff on goods shipped through Kausalya from Tysoe—and there would be shortages in Caere this winter. And still more loss of faith in the High Council.

	Fortunately, she’d be able to coordinate with her daughter, Selene, with Far Speech. She’d know exactly how much things were disrupted—and be able to judge whether and when to squeeze even tighter. 

	Of course, she still needed a strategy for how to exploit the situation when things were at their worst in Caere. That was going to take a little time to formulate. First, she had to determine what allies and assets she had to work with in this little backwater city.

	




Chapter 4: Concessions

	 

	They’d been back in Caere for just a few days when Vatar looked up from his forge at the barking of the dogs. He smiled when he recognized his father on the other side of the gate. He set the blade he’d started aside and banked the fire. By the time he left his forge, Father was already sitting on the bench under the apple tree with Savara on his lap and Zavar standing on the bench beside him, both babbling happily about their trip out to Zeda. 

	“And Papa got ponies, just for us. Next year, we’ll be able to ride out to Zeda all by ourselves,” Zavar proclaimed proudly.

	Vatar ruffled his son’s hair. “We’ll see about that. But I’ll certainly start teaching you to ride on your own this winter.” He looked up at the older man. “Welcome, Father. I didn’t expect you to come out here so soon.”

	Father smiled and put the twins back down. “Well, I can’t let my own grandchildren forget me, now can I?” When the twins had run off to play with the dogs, he added, “Besides, I need to talk to you.”

	Vatar stifled a sigh. He expected this would be a renewed attempt to persuade him to participate in the Festival. “Come inside. I’m sure we can find some cider to make talking easier.”

	“Good idea.”

	Inside, Thekila and Arcas’s wife, Elaria, had already set out a pitcher of cider and a platter of nut bread and fruit. Father gestured for them all to sit at the big table in the front room. Only Elaria, still a little overawed by the Fasallon in her midst, shook her head and retreated to the kitchen. Theklan tentatively took a seat near the middle of the table, as if uncertain whether he was welcome in the grown-ups’ discussion and looked mildly surprised when no one told him to go outside and keep an eye on the twins. 

	Vatar moved from his usual place to sit by the window where he could watch the twins from inside. Though he didn’t think there was a chance that Copper, the female herd dog now retired from other duties, would let them get into any kind of trouble. Not without loudly sounding the alarm, anyway.

	Father cleared his throat. “I have to ask you to reconsider assisting with this year’s Festival, Vatar.”

	Vatar let out his breath. “Father, I just don’t feel right about that—”

	Father raised his hand. “Hear me out. There’s already some . . . restlessness in the city. First there were the disruptions of Cestus’s reforms—even though we’ve tried to keep most of that from affecting the city. But that’s nothing to what’s coming. Kausalya has raised prices on their grains. Within the last seven-day they’ve also set limits on their exports.”

	“Why would they do that?” Vatar asked. “And can’t the High Council do something about it? I thought the other cities were subordinate to Caere.”

	Father shrugged. “Well, I can only speculate as to the reason. Kausalya cut off nearly all contact with us through Far Speech within a seven-day of when Gerusa would have arrived there. I’m afraid she’s not only found shelter, but a new power base in Kausalya. The timing of the trade problems. . . Well, I see Gerusa’s spiteful hand in it, striking back in any way she can.”

	Vatar narrowed his eyes. “You think Gerusa’s now in power in Kausalya?”

	“The High Council is divided on that issue,” Father said. “As for me, yes, I do. She’s always been driven by the need for power. I can’t see Gerusa settling for anything less.”

	“And she would cut off trade—which hurts Kausalya just as much as it hurts us—merely for spite?” Arcas asked.

	Father drew in a deep breath. “Possibly. She can be spiteful. But I don’t think so. Gerusa’s downfall—particularly when it comes to you, Vatar—was her tendency to leap on any perceived opportunity. But that doesn’t mean she doesn’t have deeper-laid plans. She didn’t gain the power she had on the High Council without careful—and long-term—maneuvering. Direct action, like she tried against you, was never her strength. But when it comes to Council politics, she’s a very formidable opponent. It may be she’s retreated to what she knows she’s good at. And the only way to win at that kind of chess game is to have a goal firmly in mind. Regrettably, she knows Caere’s weaknesses as well as any of us.”

	Vatar studied the contents of his mug. Maybe they could have avoided this if they’d just turned around and brought their prisoners straight back to Caere after the ambush Gerusa orchestrated. It would have been more humane. And he suspected one of the survivors must have warned her by Far Speech. How else could Gerusa have known her plan had failed? And that had given her time to evade arrest here. If they hadn’t left the ambushers alone on the plains, could they have prevented that? Would Gerusa still be here, under arrest?

	Had he been too stubborn about continuing on to Zeda? True, the trade he and Arcas held with the Dardani every year supported both their families through the winter. The annual trip to Zeda was also usually Vatar’s only chance to visit with the Dardani half of his family. And the only time when his children got to experience the freedom of the Dardani way of life. He wanted that for them, but this year the cost might have been too high—especially for the short time they’d stayed. 

	“You think her goal is to weaken Caere?” Vatar asked.

	Father shook his head. “No, I think that’s just her first move. Kausalya’s too small to satisfy her for long. If I had to guess Gerusa’s real goal—and I only stayed ahead of her on the Council as often as I did by guessing that well—I’d say she wants to regain power here. And rub all our noses in it. Mine—and yours—most of all. She does like her successes leavened with revenge.”

	Vatar suppressed a shudder. He could think of few things that would be worse than Gerusa in power anywhere. But Gerusa ruling Caere would be disastrous. And not just for him and his family. “Well, then, we have to find a way to stop her. She can’t have consolidated her power in Kausalya, yet. Not the way she had here. Is there a way to force her out? Or get the Kausalyans to do it?”

	Father paused to pour more cider into his mug. “Unfortunately, she’s put us on the defensive right at the start. We can’t move against her—or Kausalya—right now. We grow next to none of our own grain here. We need the Kausalyan imports or this winter there may be no grain to be had. And without grain, there’ll be no bread.”

	Arcas rubbed his chin. “I thought they were growing a surplus of grain in Tysoe this year.”

	Father grimaced. “They are. But we can’t get it here. It has to go down the river and through Kausalya. And Kausalya has placed either embargoes or ruinous tariffs on most of the goods shipped from Tysoe.”

	Arcas glanced out the window, past Vatar’s shoulder. “Sounds like it’s time to start thinking about another way to transport goods to and from Tysoe, then. Over the winter, I talked with Orleus a little about the possibility of a road.”

	Vatar grinned. “That’d put a spike in Gerusa’s plans.” 

	“Is that even possible?” Father asked.

	Arcas shrugged. “Orleus has ridden across country to or from Tysoe at least three times that I know of. And by at least two routes.”

	“The first time I came to Caere, we came straight from the Gna River, beyond Tysoe,” Vatar said. “Of course, that was with pack horses, not wagons.”

	Arcas frowned. “True. It would take some time to build a road suitable for wagons. And there’s a limit to how much even a train of pack horses can carry over that distance.” 

	“You’d need to get the Dardani to agree to allow it, too,” Vatar said. “It would have to pass through Dardani lands.”

	Arcas nodded. “So it would. Well, unless the road stuck close to the coast. That’s a possibility, too.” He made a frustrated sound. “I’d need a good map to even begin to guess at a course.”

	“I’ll have one sent up tomorrow,” Father said. “This is certainly an option the High Council will want to pursue. And we’d appreciate any help you can give.”

	Arcas nodded then he smiled slyly. “For this winter, though . . . well, I’d be surprised if some of my colleagues in the Merchants’ Guild haven’t already started to find ways around Kausalya. There’s more than one channel through that river delta.” He paused. “And some of the shortfall can probably be made up through increased trade with Chrysaor and Tesserae to the north. Merchants will already be working on that, too. Those cities are not as well established as Kausalya and I doubt they have as much surplus to sell. Still, some is better than none. And they could always plant a larger crop next year.”

	“You two have presented some very good ideas,” Father said. “I dare to hope that you’ll come up with more, given the chance. Unfortunately, that’s still only a small part of the whole problem. While you’ve been on the plains, there have been many small earthquakes here in Caere. The people are on edge. Rumors are starting that the Sea Gods have abandoned Caere. Right now, they need faith that their Sea Gods will protect them. The Festival will help with that.”

	“But you aren’t their Sea Gods,” Vatar objected. He’d never reconciled himself to the idea of the Lie—that his Fasallon ancestors had used their magic to pretend to be the Caereans’ Sea Gods and so become rulers of that city and eventually all the others along the coast.

	“No, we aren’t,” Father agreed. “But that doesn’t mean that their Sea Gods aren’t real. You’ve given ample proof that your Spirits of the Lion and Eagle are. Why not the Sea Gods, too?”

	Vatar shifted uneasily. “For all I know, they are. But—”

	Just then, the sturdy farmhouse shook, doors and windows rattling as the earth shifted underneath it. Vatar braced his hands on the table, eyes going wide in surprise.

	“Tremors just like that,” Father said.

	Thekila watched the lamp above the table swing like a pendulum. “Are earthquakes common here in Caere? I don’t remember any last year.”

	Father sighed. “There haven’t been any in a long time—so long hardly anyone actually remembers them. There are, of course, records in the archives. From what we can tell from those records, there seem to be long periods without any, punctuated by shorter periods of frequent small tremors. Unfortunately, the average length of those more active periods is still several months.” 

	Vatar reached up to stop the lamp’s swinging.

	“The people need their faith. With Gerusa gone, we’ll never pull off the Festival—unless you help,” Father said. “You need not lie—directly, anyway. You won’t be one of those portraying the Sea Gods. That’s always left to the members of the Council, except for the Healer acting as Calpe.”

	At the mention of Calpe, Vatar raised his head. “Calpe was so opposed to the Lie that she blocked her own children’s magic and hid them among the Caereans. I agree with her. The Fasallon should never have started the Lie in the first place.”

	Father shrugged. “Perhaps not. I’ve read the old records from that time, Vatar. You have no idea how desperate the Fasallon were. They’d been vagabonds for nearly a hundred years by then, never finding a place to settle. Fighting battles along the way. So few of them were left by the time they arrived here they probably could not have won a fight against the Caereans, even with their magic. And here they’d found a place so much like the home they’d been forced to leave. Only the oldest among them could remember that home, but it would have broken their hearts to be forced to leave.”

	“But, after Tabeus killed the sea dragon, they could have stayed here without the Lie,” Vatar said. “That was the agreement with the Caereans of that time, I thought.”

	“Maybe,” Father allowed. “The native Caereans still wouldn’t have been happy to have them here. It wasn’t a risk Celeus was prepared to take. I won’t say he was right. I will say I can understand his choice, given the circumstances.” Father waved his hand in the direction of the city. “And it’s not as if our ancestors didn’t repay the Caereans many times over. This was a mere fishing village back then. It was the Fasallon and the things we taught the Caereans that turned it into the city it is today.” He looked at Vatar. “There wouldn’t be a Smiths’ Guild if Tabeus hadn’t taught your ancestors to work iron and steel.” He turned to Arcas. “Or a Merchants’ Guild if the Fasallon hadn’t founded and fostered other cities and towns along the coast.”

	Vatar looked away for a moment. “All right. Maybe the Lie was understandable, if not justified—then. But that was six hundred years ago. Isn’t it time—past time—to end it? Didn’t Abella foretell the end of the Lie?”

	Father nodded. “A month ago, I might have agreed with you. Now is not the time to overturn everything the people believe about their government and their Sea Gods. That would only play directly into Gerusa’s hands.”

	“What happens if there is no Festival this year?” Thekila asked. 

	Arcas and Father both winced.

	“There’s never been a year without a Festival since Tabeus slew the sea dragon,” Father said. “In truth, I don’t know that anyone can answer that question. Other than the obvious. The Festival is when the guilds pay the tribute that keeps the city running for the year—including paying for the Healers and the Temple Guard.”

	“If the people are already uneasy about the earth tremors,” Arcas said slowly, “even delaying the Festival will only feed rumors that will increase their anxiety. Add shortages later and . . . things could get ugly.”

	“And without the tribute, we might not be able to keep sufficient Temple Guards on duty to manage the situation.” Father shook his head. “Or Healers to care for the sick and injured. If we had time to prepare . . . to put out some story that might mollify the people or even train up some more assistants to help manage the Transformations . . . that would be one thing. Gerusa’s abrupt departure only a few seven-days before the Festival left us with few options.” He looked across at Vatar. “When times are hard, people need their faith most of all, to give them hope. Is it honorable to deny them that?”

	Vatar squirmed. Honor was everything to a Dardani—and he would always be a Dardani first, at heart. But, put that way, it looked like neither course was entirely honorable. So, which was right? “I . . . need to think about it.”

	 “There’s one more thing,” Father said. “Have you considered that the failure of the Festival could be just what Gerusa wants. It’d be handing her a victory right at the start.”

	Vatar closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath. He still didn’t like it, but it looked like refusing would only make matters worse. Besides, he might have prevented this by turning around after the ambush, which made it at least partly his responsibility. He didn’t have much choice. “All right. I’ll do it.” He held up a finger. “Just this once.”

	Father smiled. “I knew you could be counted on to do the right thing.” He tapped his lips with his finger. “You know, Vatar, we could use ideas like yours on the Council.”

	“I’m willing to pass on anything we come up with,” Vatar said.

	Father paused to take a drink of cider before continuing. “I appreciate that. But it might be even better if you could communicate those ideas directly to the Council. Yourself.”

	Vatar shuddered at the thought of going across the strait to the Palace of the Fasallon. He still didn’t like the idea of all that water. Especially the waves. “No, thank you. I’ll be perfectly happy never to visit the Council again.”

	“Not visit. Sit on it,” Father said.

	Vatar shook his head violently. “That’s not even a bad joke. I’m of Tabeus’s and Taleus’s lineages. Tabeus’s seat is already occupied—by you. And Taleus never had a seat, since he died before the Council was formed.”

	Father leaned forward. “Yes. But Taleus’s wife, Calpe, did. And because she was believed to have died childless, her seat has been vacant for almost six hundred years. You have a claim to that seat.”

	Vatar swept this aside with a gesture like swatting at flies. “I don’t want it. Besides, it’d be impossible to prove my right to Calpe’s seat after all this time.”

	 “No it wouldn’t,” Father said. “You and I both heard—witnessed—Taleus declare the truth to you. So did Orleus, Cestus, and Boreala. The sooth teller would know we spoke the truth and the Council would have to accept it. Besides, now that I know where to look, I expect that I could find some supporting evidence. Someone must have known that Calpe was pregnant at the time of Taleus’s death.”

	Vatar shook his head. “Don’t bother. I have no desire to sit on the High Council. I still intend to go out to Zeda every year. Half my family is there, as well as Arcas’s and my business. And Thekila will want to visit the Valley again. That would be impossible if I was on the High Council. No. I don’t want it. Let them go on thinking that Calpe died childless. We know the truth. No one else needs to.”

	~~~

	The next day, Cestus appeared at the gate, carrying several rolled up bundles. 

	Vatar hurried forward to meet his half-brother. “We haven’t seen much of you since last spring.”

	Cestus shrugged. “Haven’t had the time, mostly. Especially since Lancera and the children moved back down to our house in the Temple grounds.”

	Vatar stole a quick glance at Cestus. Last winter had been very bad for his half-brother after he discovered his wife’s infidelity. “So . . . how are things between you and Lancera?”

	“We’re working on it.” Cestus sighed. “It might have been different . . . if Lancera had been willing to support me when I led the unTalented to stand up against the High Council, if we’d been a team then, I think things would be all right now. But all she could see was the danger, so I had to shut her out of what I was doing. That . . . hasn’t helped. All we can do is try.”

	Vatar nodded. He didn’t want to pry further so he changed the subject. “What brings you up here today?” 

	Cestus held out the bundles. “Maps. Father said you and Arcas needed maps to plot the course of a possible road between here and Tysoe. The idea intrigued me, so Father suggested I bring the maps up to you myself.” He stretched his shoulders. “It’s good for me to get out of the Temple occasionally. The walk and just a little time away from all the pressure has helped. Gives me a chance to get a little better perspective on things.”

	“Things aren’t going well with your reforms?” Vatar asked.

	Cestus gave a frustrated huff. “Things aren’t going at all. With the trouble over the Festival, the High Council has no attention to spare for the reforms. Or, at least, that’s the excuse they give.”

	Vatar grimaced. “Father asked me to help with the Festival this year.”

	“I wish you would,” Cestus interrupted. “The High Council doesn’t seem to be able to concentrate on anything else right now. Not just my reforms, either.” He waved the rolled-up maps. “Other things that might have solutions, too. If they could just get beyond that . . .”

	Vatar shrugged. “I told Father I’d do it. Just this time.” He led Cestus into the house, where he and Arcas immediately spread out the maps. 

	Arcas traced a line south and a little east to a cove on the north side of Lake Narycea, near where the river spilled out at the western end. “I can’t really tell anything about the terrain—or the availability of water—from the map of course. But this would be the shortest route.”

	“That’d leave you still on the wrong side of the lake, wouldn’t it?” Vatar placed a finger on Tysoe, on the south coast of the lake. Thinking about the large body of water didn’t bother him, apparently, when it was only lines on paper. 

	“Hmm,” Arcas answered, not moving is finger from the place on the northern shore. “But there are plenty of boats that ply the lake from Tysoe. If I remember right, there’s already a sort of . . . well, not exactly a settlement . . . somewhere about here, where they transship some of the goods from the larger lake vessels to river craft before sending them on down toward Kausalya. That’s the point a road will have to aim for, either way. Of course, this route crosses Dardani territory. We’d need their approval for it.” 

	He drew another line from Caere to the coast about halfway to Kausalya, then down the coast almost to the river, and then east to the same point on the lake. “This way would be much longer. And we’d have to determine just how close to Kausalya it’s practical to go without running into difficulties. I can’t imagine they’d be happy to have us cut them out of the Tysoean trade. But it doesn’t cross any Dardani territory. I suppose that would be the backup, if the Dardani won’t give their permission for the shorter route.” 

	“We still don’t know if either route is viable,” Vatar pointed out. “There’d have to be reliable waterholes at reasonable distances. How far can a wagon travel in a day, anyway? Not as far as riders or a pack train, I think.”

	 Arcas nodded. “Someone would have to survey the routes to find out. It’ll require a lot of preparation, too.” He looked up at Cestus. “May I keep these maps for a few days? I’d like to talk to some people in my guild.”

	Cestus shrugged. “Of course, if it’ll help. Just return them—or have Vatar return them—to the library when you’re done.”

	




Chapter 5: Fish and Festivals

	 

	Vatar was silent during the hurried breakfast on the day of the Festival. He still really didn’t want to do this.

	Thekila laid a hand on his arm. “You’re doing the right thing.”

	Vatar looked into his mug. “It doesn’t feel right to be part of the Lie.”

	“I don’t see a better way. Especially if the failure of the Festival would help Gerusa in any way. Do you?”

	He blew out his breath. “No.”

	She smiled at him. “This may not be a good choice, but I think it’s the least bad. In this situation, that may be the best you can do. I think that’s what your father—Danar, I mean—would tell you if he was here. And he’s the most honorable man I know, after you.”

	Vatar choked on an urge to laugh and shook his head. It wasn’t true. No one was more honorable than Pa, for one thing. But he appreciated that she thought about him that way. It helped. As long as he remained honorable in her eyes, things couldn’t be too bad. “I’d better go, then.” Might as well get it over with.

	Thekila’s hand moved down to take his and squeeze it. “We’ll go.”

	“You don’t care anything for the supposed Sea Gods.”

	Thekila smiled up at him. “We’re going to support you. Besides, there will be games and contests afterward, won’t there? Theklan might enjoy those.”

	Vatar looked over at Theklan. The boy hadn’t wanted to come back to Caere at all. Would have happily stayed with the Dardani if not for Thekila’s insistence that he renew his education. He’d been sullen since coming back to the city. “He might, at that.” A sleepy sound from their bedroom indicated that Jadar was waking up. “But what about the baby? I could take Theklan down to the Smiths’ Guild. It’s not far out of my way.”

	Thekila shook her head. “I’ve already arranged it with Elaria. She’s staying home anyway. Boreala advised against taking the babies into the crowded streets today. Elaria’s happy to look after Jadar along with Caslar for a little while.” She smiled. “It’s a good thing you and Arcas thought to buy those goats. There’ll be plenty of milk, along with the applesauce and bread soaked in milk. He needs to be eating more of those anyway, since Boreala says he could get his first tooth anytime now. At any rate, we won’t be gone that long. Or, at least, I won’t. If you and Theklan want to stay for the games, I can come back here as soon as the procession is over.”

	Vatar shook his head. “Not alone. If Theklan wants to stay longer, he can.”

	~~~

	Vatar took Thekila and Theklan to the Smiths’ Guild so that they could get a good view of the proceedings from the top of the wall surrounding the courtyard. He left them there, secure in their safety inside the guildhall, and made his way to the Temple, dodging anyone who might recognize him. He didn’t want to have to answer questions about why he wasn’t watching the Festival along with all the other members of the guild. Discussions with Father had already established that one of the Transformation he’d have to maintain today would be on himself, so that no one would wonder what a member of the Smiths’ Guild was doing among the supposed Sea Gods.

	Vatar made his way to the staging area inside the Temple grounds and took up his assigned place between Abella’s jewel-studded platform and the one following. He grimaced as he pulled the blue priest’s robe over his own tunic and trousers. He knew it was really just the garb the Fasallon wore whenever they dealt with Caereans, but it still didn’t feel right. 

	Transformations—what Thekila’s people called shape changes—were considered the most difficult form of magic. Not every Fasallon could do a Transformation at all. And most who could were limited to first- or second-level Transformations—just projecting an image or using a projected image to change the appearance of something else. Far fewer Fasallon could perform the much harder third- and fourth-level Transformations necessary to temporarily change the nature of something—or, most difficult of all, of themselves. Which was why Gerusa’s departure had caused such a problem for the Festival.

	Though Vatar had demonstrated that he could hold multiple third-level Transformations for the duration, those in charge of the Festival—principally Montibeus—had decided that for his very first Festival ever he would only do two additional, much easier second-level Transformations. He was allowed to make his own a fourth-level Transformation, so that he needn’t worry about movement. His two subjects would be forced to sit completely still, because a mere masking Transformation couldn’t be counted on to move with them without very precise—and practiced—choreography.

	Vatar suppressed a smile at the memory of Montibeus’s shock on learning that Vatar had never even seen the Festival before. Of course he hadn’t. It had always been held exactly when Vatar went out to be with his family among the plains-dwelling Dardani. If they’d stayed longer at Zeda, he wouldn’t be here for it this year, either. 

	To the Caereans, Abella was the Sea King’s wife. As such, she came second in the procession behind only the Sea King himself, which meant that Vatar would be one of the first back in the sanctuary of the Temple Grounds where he could drop the Transformations he’d be holding until then. 

	To the Fasallon, though, Abella was their most respected Fore Seer, having had the same gift of prophecy that sometimes afflicted Vatar. He snorted. Probably where he’d gotten it, since Abella was the mother of the twins, Tabeus and Taleus, who were both his ancestors.

	Grandmother. Taleus’s voice in Vatar’s mind was accompanied by a whistling sound. It had been some time since Vatar’s ancestor had . . . haunted him was not the right word . . . spoken in Vatar’s mind. The whistle was their compromise so Vatar would know when Taleus offered such a comment.

	All the stories I was ever told said she was your mother. And why was Vatar arguing? Surely Taleus knew who his own mother was.

	When they chose the Lie and called themselves the Sea Gods, our father only told the Caereans the truths that were convenient. The fact that our mother died in childbirth was not convenient.

	Oh. Sorry. Vatar answered, glancing forward to the Sea King’s platform.

	It was six hundred years ago.

	Vatar had been assigned to do the Transformations for Abella, second in the procession, and another of the Sea Gods, who’d be carried directly behind Abella. Portions of the procession that Gerusa would have been responsible for, if she were here. He had forgotten the name of the second Sea God and didn’t care. All he needed to know was what she was supposed to look like. His post was at the front of that third platform so that he could be in easy Transformation range of both women.

	For some reason, he had to keep restraining himself from looking back at the fourth platform, where his half-sister Boreala sat as Calpe, Goddess of Healing. By tradition, Boreala should have portrayed Abella, whose seat she occupied on the High Council. But as a Master Healer, Boreala had chosen to represent Calpe instead, as she’d done in previous Festivals. She was already Transformed into Calpe’s image and busy adjusting the heavy ceremonial robes around her. 

	Gradually, Vatar realized that it was Taleus, not himself, who was fascinated with her. The real Calpe had been Taleus’s wife, so Vatar couldn’t blame him too much for his attraction. It was just that it was very . . . awkward for Vatar. She’s not really Calpe, you know.

	She looks just like my Calpe. It’s been so long. The statement was accompanied by a wave of intense longing and a thin whistle.

	That’s just a Transformation. In fact, she’s not only not Calpe. She’s my half-sister!

	Ah! Sorry.

	Vatar shuddered. In fact, if I were ever fool enough to take up my father’s offer of Calpe’s seat on the High Council that would be me, trying to make myself look a bit more than half my actual size—and female. How would you feel about that?

	Very strange.

	Vatar chuckled. Me, too.

	Turning from Boreala, Vatar watched his other half-sister, Selene, saunter toward him. Unlike Boreala, he hadn’t met Selene until he’d started training for this procession. And he didn’t much like or trust her. She reminded him too much of Gerusa. Since Boreala had chosen to represent Calpe, her younger sister, Selene, would portray Abella. Boreala could manage at least her own Transformation and Vatar strongly suspected that Selene could, too. She probably had reasons of her own for claiming to need help. Not that it mattered. If not her, Vatar would just have been assigned to hold some other Transformation.

	Selene paused to talk to Father. Her demeanor was all sweetness. Too much so. Vatar couldn’t quite put his finger on why, but it made him trust her even less. But watching Father’s features soften, Vatar really hoped he was wrong. 

	Parting from Father, Selene climbed up onto the waiting platform with barely a nod in Vatar’s direction. She started settling the ornate formal robes into suitable folds. Vatar closed his eyes, calling to mind the images of the Transformations he’d be called upon to perform for this procession, making sure they were clear in his memory.

	Father rode up on a fine grey stallion with a jewel-bedecked bridle and saddle. At least, Vatar knew it was his father because he was the only one who’d be mounted, rather than carried, in this parade. Vatar could also sense the wrongness of the strange visage that looked down at him. At least it was strange to Vatar; Taleus shivered slightly in recognition. 

	As the representative of Tabeus, Father carried the spear with which Tabeus had slain the sea dragon. The monster that had killed Tabeus’s twin—Taleus. Vatar had
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