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      “You want to follow the God’s call?”

      Setkin stared at Vered across the Captain’s table. The amethyst die with two white spots—Vered’s number—lay between them. Vered shivered with a mix of anticipation and fear as she studied Setkin’s dark brows framed by his gray watch cap. It was less stomach-clenching to look at his brows than at what lurked in his dark brown eyes.

      The ship plunged into a deep trough between the waves, crying out in response to the storm’s growing strength. Vered wanted to stroke the ship’s heartbeam to sing courage and steadiness into her.

      Not my ship, she reminded herself.

      She had to go through this ordeal to get her own ship. Much as she loved to talk to Setkin’s Heart Desire, Desire was not her ship and would not respond to her voice.

      “I’m ready,” she croaked, her throat dry and tight.

      Next to her, Hagni, her friend, her lover, and the other remaining Sorcerer-Captain candidate on this voyage, groaned.

      She ignored him.

      “Swear to it.” Setkin lumbered to his feet, bracing wide as the ship climbed the next wave.

      Desire creaked, calling to him once again for reassurance, but his focus remained on Vered instead of his ship.

      Vered rose and fitted her right hand to Setkin’s. His skull-shaped amethyst ring glowed as her hand met his, a final confirmation that this roll of the God’s die spoke true.

      “I swear to follow Terat’s verdict in this my final test for Sorcerer-Captain,” she repeated after Setkin. “My heirs and family renounce all claims against the Guild of Sorcerer-Captains should I fail this final assessment by the Goddess.” Not that my family will care about this failed daughter. “So do I swear, this fourteenth day of the tenth month of the Twentieth Year of our Emperor Etikar, may the Seven Crowned Gods keep him safe.”

      Corrupt bastard that he is. His son Dunaran is only slightly better.

      “There.” Setkin reached for the waiting scroll and pen tucked in the cubbyhole that held only the agreements for her and for Hagni. “Sign.”

      Vered dipped the pen into the inkwell set into the table. Her hand trembled slightly and she took a deep breath to steady it before scrawling Vered ea Kachtin at the bottom of the agreement. Vered-without-family. Better not to reveal those who had rejected who and what she was. She had begun to worry during this trip that she would fail, that the Goddess would not choose her. Then she might have to return to those who would deny her.

      Setkin signed, then sprinkled sand over the ink to set it. After that, he rolled the scroll, affixed his seal, and placed her scroll into the crowded cubbyhole, along with the three agreements from those candidates who had gone before her.

      “Prepare yourself,” he said. “The Goddess approaches.” He dismissed them from his cabin with a wave of his hand, turning now to Desire, stroking her heartbeam and crooning to her as they left.
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        * * *

      

      “Refuse the testing. Please.” Hagni helped Vered put on the flowing white candidate’s gown. “I would not lose you, my dear.”

      “I want to be a captain as much as you do.”

      “More than you love me?”

      He kissed Vered. She held the kiss for a few moments, then pulled back. She stroked his long red hair and beard, studying the heavy-framed face of the man she had grown to love.

      The only man she had ever loved.

      “I’ve worked for this all my life,” she reminded him. “I have nothing else. Do you want to be a captain more than you love me?”

      “I’m still thinking about it,” he admitted. “The Goddess has been slow to call me, perhaps for a reason. Perhaps the same reason for both of us. Perhaps we’re not called to be Captains. Vered, there is no dishonor in choosing not to test.”

      “No. I will not refuse.”

      I have no other choice. I am called.

      They had talked about this throughout the voyage. Why was Hagni being so stubborn now, when she most needed his support?

      “Hagni, if you choose not to test, then being a captain’s consort who has been through captain’s training would be of great value.”

      “Ah, Vered, Vered, you won’t let go of a flawed dream. Besides, what if you fail?”

      “I won’t fail. I can’t go back, and I would prefer not to lose you, too. Would being my consort be such a horrible thing?”

      “I do not know for certain, dearest.” He hesitated. “Are you certain that living the land life would be so horrible? We still have our skills and abilities. We could become healers, or Speakers for one of the Gods.”

      “Would you settle for that life?” she countered.

      And my not-so-beloved cousin Etikar would find a means to kill me at the first opportunity.

      But she couldn’t share that with Hagni, because then he would know who she really was. That was something she would not reveal to any lover, not until they joined in a life bond. Her only safety was in the ranks of the Sorcerer-Captains. Etikar could not reach her there. She would be a Captain…or suffer whatever fate failed Captain candidates endured, before she would risk the not-so-tender justice of her cousin the Emperor.

      Hagni shook his head.

      A heavy fist pounded on the door. “Cap’n says it’s time,” the first mate Marna growled through the door, her tone carrying a hint of warning.

      “On my way,” Vered called to Marna.

      She went into Hagni’s arms for a last caress.

      “May luck and the Goddess Terat be with you,” he breathed into her ear. They separated and he offered her his arm.
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        * * *

      

      Vered was grateful for Hagni’s support as she walked onto the deck. This storm was stronger than the ones the other candidates had entered.

      Good omen or bad?

      Vered took the rope Hagni placed into her hand for support and made her way to the bulwark. She held the rope tight, using it to keep her balance as the ship bucked underneath her. It wouldn’t do to meet the Goddess as a supplicant. She had to face the Goddess proudly, as an equal in his own element.

      At last she reached the position she wanted and clung to the bulwark, measuring the mounting waves for strength and intensity, searching for the Goddess who awaited her.

      “The Goddess! She comes!” Setkin bellowed from the forecastle.

      Vered dared look at him, cherished one final glimpse of Hagni reeling around the deck, clutching at another rope. The shark’s jaws mounted on the forecabin’s wall behind Setkin caught her attention. Setkin treated the jaws as important but would never say why.

      
        
        Remember the shark, was all he would say.

      

      

      Then even that memory fled as Setkin pointed toward the ship’s stern. Vered looked into the waves again, holding the bulwark with her left hand, gathering her gown with her right.

      The Goddess’s shape formed in the dark blue depths of the cresting wave. Vered crouched. She let go of the bulwark and leapt as far as she could, bracing herself for the shock of her impact in the cold water.

      Impact never happened.

      Instead, the pressure of warm, wet arms wrapped around her body. Then the Goddess’s lips pushed against hers. Vered gasped, and water rushed into her lungs as Terat blew the liquid into Vered’s mouth. Her first instinct was to choke on the water.

      
        
        Sorcerer-Captain’s First Rule. Water is as air in the Goddess’s embrace.

      

      

      She continued breathing, letting the water rush into her lungs and sustain her, trusting the Goddess bearing her.

      Vered felt rather than heard Terat’s approving whale-like rumble as they sank toward the bottom. With each fathom they dropped, her confidence grew. Vered ventured further from the Goddess’s grasp, until they barely maintained a fingertip contact.

      Time for the second test.

      
        
        Sorcerer-Captain’s Second Rule. Once accepted by the Goddess, move forward boldly. Do not let fear rule you.

      

      

      Vered glanced down toward the ocean bottom she could not yet see. She examined herself, ensuring that no doubt lay within her. Water pulsed in and out of her lungs as if it were air. Her limbs moved confidently through the water, controlling the element despite the currents that pulled at her.

      I can do this.

      Vered let her fingers slip free from the Goddess’s. For one moment she wobbled, and almost reached for Terat’s fingertips. The Goddess flowed out of reach to let Vered succeed or fail on her own.

      Vered steeled herself against the icy fear that oh-so-quickly stabbed at her gut. She stabilized her breathing and corrected her wobble. Looking down again, she bent over double and kicked off straight down, pushing hard against the water, seeking the fastest way to the bottom.

      The Goddess swam next to her. Again, she was aware of Terat’s rumbling approval, sounding just like the whales Vered had swum with during her training.

      And now, the third test.

      
        
        Sorcerer-Captain’s Third Rule. No one, not even the Goddess, can show you where your ring lies.

      

      

      If she were to gain the ring that made her a Captain, it would be on the bottom.

      Without that ring, she could not return to the surface.

      But how was she to find her ring? That was one aspect of Vered’s training that no one had bothered to explain, save that she would find the ring on the ocean bottom. What skills could she use?

      You want to be a Sorcerer-Captain. That means you need to apply sorcery.

      Sorcerer-Captains sought the best routes for their ships through even the roughest waters. They did it by speaking to the Goddess, to their ship’s heartbeam, to the elements, and to the creatures of the deep.

      I need to find a whale. Dolphin might do. No. A whale.

      Vered cupped her hands to her lips. She tightened her stomach, concentrated on projecting her wishes over a distance, then emitted a short passage of whale song.

      Nothing.

      She tried again. This time she thought she felt a distant vibration.

      A third time. She could see something moving toward her through the deep. She eagerly swam toward it, then stopped.

      Shark!

      Vered steeled herself to repulse the likely attack. Instead, the shark circled her.

      
        
          
            
              
        Why wait, Candidate?  Don’t you have a ring to find?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        You came to my call?

      

      

      

      

      

      Wordless humor flowed over Vered. The shark was laughing at her.

      Vered resumed her passage down as the shark matched her movement.

      
        
          
            
              
        I called a whale.

      

      

      

      

      

      The sensation of wordless humor washed over her again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Whales don’t know what you need. Whales won’t tell you anything useful.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        So what are you going to tell me?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Think as a predator does.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Is that all?

      

      

      

      

      

      Disappointment surged through her.

      Then she recalled Setkin’s words.

      
        
        Remember the shark.

      

      

      A shark had come to her call. Perhaps she should listen to it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorcerer-Captains are predators. The ring is your prey.

      

      

      

      

      

      With that, the shark twisted away from Vered.

      So I must hunt my ring as if it’s prey? Very well.

      She finally reached the bottom, and dug her toes into the sand to steady herself.

      Now where do I start?

      The area where Vered had touched down was rock and sand, with a few small plants waving gently in the strong current. Cloudy shapes gathered around a rock formation a short distance away. She squinted. They appeared to be human, most likely lost souls killed in a shipwreck.

      I’ll hunt answers from them.

      Vered strode boldly towards the rock formation. As she drew closer, she recognized one of the shadowy shapes as that of Keander, another candidate from her voyage.

      What is this?

      She stopped. Keander was a strong sorcerer. Had he failed, or had he just not found his ring yet? The stop saved her, as Keander took the shape of a moray eel and snapped at where she would have been. He writhed and lunged at her again, barely missing Vered as she ducked away.

      She grabbed moray-Keander behind the head, holding on tightly as he twisted in her grip.

      The other shapes swarmed around her, taking the forms of octopi and other deep-sea predators. Vered grasped moray-Keander’s body between her knees and thrust his head at them to fend off their attacks.

      He wounded one of them. The others turned on their injured compatriot. Moray-Keander pulled toward it. Vered let him go. She turned away from them and swam toward the rock formation.

      Maybe this is where my ring will be.

      But no ring called to her around the rocks. Besides, if rings were that easy to find, wouldn’t Keander and the others have found their rings by now?

      She left the rock formation. Where was her ring? She could feel its song, tantalizing her, whispering her name.

      Hunger came to her, along with longing.

      Mine.

      Vered bounded along the ocean bottom, rising a few feet with each stride. The faint shadows of a broken ship lay ahead. She paused, then continued on. That wasn’t the source of the ring’s song. She glimpsed faint shadows flitting in and around the ship, and circled wide around it, not wanting to waste time on another battle.

      She finally spotted a gleaming rock in the distance. Vered slowed her steps. Was there anything else here? She approached the rock slowly.

      No ring.

      But the nameless hunger and longing calling her told her that the ring was near. Vered lightly tapped the rock, using several different sequences.

      
        
          
            
              
        Looking for something?

      

      

      

      

      

      The nurse shark who had followed Vered earlier swam around her in tight circles. Hunger and longing radiated from it, almost overwhelming her in its intensity.

      The shark has my ring!

      Why hadn’t she felt that call from it before?

      No time to question. Vered jumped at the shark. It dove at her, aiming for her midsection. She wrestled with the shark, tearing at it with her fingers and teeth, savagely seeking some clue to the source of her ring. The shark’s teeth rent her flesh, but she didn’t feel it. She ignored the raspy thickness of the shark’s skin as she gnawed on the shark.

      
        
        Remember the shark.

      

      

      The shark jaw mounted on Setkin’s ship.

      The missing tooth.

      The way Setkin caressed that socket where the tooth had been—tooth.

      That tooth.

      Instead of flinching away from the next swipe of the shark’s teeth, she thrust her hands inside its mouth. Her right hand struggled to keep the shark from biting down while her left hand fumbled among the teeth.

      One tooth worked loose. As it fell into her hand, something heavy slid onto her finger. The shark went limp, and she was able to extract her hands from its mouth. Vered lifted her left hand high, ignoring the blood streaming away from her arms in crimson ribbons.

      It didn’t matter now if the blood attracted predators. Her ring would protect her. Its song pulsed through her as it twinkled on her finger and she gave voice in the depths, singing as boldly as any whale, proclaiming to all that a new Sorcerer-Captain had emerged.

      As she finished her song, Vered swayed, suddenly exhausted. The shark transformed into the Goddess Terat.

      She took Vered into her arms.

      
        
          
            
              
        Vered, my dearest Vered. You have done me honor. Rest now, and let me return you to the breathing world. Your ship awaits you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Water rushed by them. Vered strained to remain awake and see the glories of the underwater world through the Goddess’s eyes. Terat laughed, a wild and jubilant note more akin to that of an air creature than a water creature.

      
        
          
            
              
        Not yet for you, my dearest. Time you rested.

      

      

      

      

      

      Vered slept then, her dreams filled with wild and fantastic undersea images.
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        * * *

      

      She woke on the shore. Vered blinked at the sky above her, surprised to be breathing air instead of water, vague memories of a great banquet with Sorcerer-Captains of the past in a gigantic coral castle fading.

      Real memories, or simply a dream left by Terat to soothe her while the Goddess brought her here?

      Not important. She needed to figure out where she was. Vered analyzed the clues she could discern before calling on the new sorcery stirring deep inside her. Early morning on an eastern shoreline, the sun rising over the ocean. Cool air, neither the stifling heat of a tropical location nor the bitter cold of the arctic. Echoing squawks of seagulls squabbling over food. Something was beached not far from where she lay. Where was she? She closed her eyes, feeling the world’s ley lines around her.

      
        
        Principality of Fenras, her location sense told her. Not far from the port of Fenras.

      

      

      Fenras was where they had started their voyage.

      Sharp points poked her left hand. A bony structure. She picked it up. A shark’s jawbone, with one tooth missing. She raised her hand to look at her ring.

      An emerald skull glittered on her ring finger, almost hidden by her lace cuffs. Vered sat up slowly, staring at her ring and clothing.

      Perhaps she hadn’t dreamed that great banquet, because she now wore the formal attire of a Sorcerer-Captain in place of her candidate robe. Not the working garb Setkin had been wearing when she had gone out on her quest, but the formal dress of white blouse with lace jabot and cuffs, matching black coat and breeches, and knee-high boots.

      She stood up carefully, brushing off her clothing. No sand adhered to it. She reached back and checked her hair, neatly braided and tied off with a ribbon of exquisite softness. A flash of green light attracted her attention back to her ring, and she stared into it, entranced.

      I’ve made it. I’m a Sorcerer-Captain.

      Whatever the gulls were squabbling over at the far end of the beach caught her attention. Not big enough to be a whale or a sea lion. Probably a seal. Whatever it was, the gulls were feeding. Not her concern.

      What next? She needed her ship assignment. Vered started toward Fenras.

      
        
        Remember the shark.

      

      

      She turned back, picking up the shark jawbone. She paused, staring down the beach toward whatever the gulls were feeding on. She squinted at it.

      Human, she decided.

      She took two steps toward it, then shook herself.

      Some poor soul washed overboard.

      It was too far away from their ship’s course to be anyone from her class of Sorcerer-Captain candidates, even Hagni. Best to tell the authorities at Fenras port about it. Otherwise, she would be pulled away from the more important task of meeting her ship.

      Her ship.

      That came first now. A joyous surge flowed throughout her whole body and quickened her steps. Vered swung the jawbone from her fingers, looking forward to nailing it on the forecastle of her ship. She sang a song of thanks to Terat as she marched toward Fenras.

      Her ship.

      She had done it. She was a Sorcerer-Captain. Her ship waited for her at Fenras. Perhaps Hagni would be there as well.

      Her ship.

      She danced along the sand, celebrating her escape.

      Let Etikar do his worst now. He dared not touch her as a Sorcerer-Captain. Vered was free of the Miteal family and their eternal disapproval, this time for good. For better or worse, she was the Goddess’s choice.

      Today, that tasted sweet.

      
        
        THE END
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      “Lady Inharise, a message for you and Leader-Designate Heinmyets.”

      The unfamiliar, soft-spoken voice came from one of the curtained window alcoves in the dark hallway that connected Inharise and Heinmyets’s suite in the Leader’s residence to the Great Hall.

      Inharise spun, her right hand going to the handle of the poniard she wore at her belt. She did not immediately see the speaker amongst the wooden statues which lined the hallway.

      “Who speaks?” she asked, keeping her voice lower than the speaker’s. Goddess Terat, aid me! “Show yourself!”

      “One moment.” The heavy blue curtains billowed as the unseen speaker fumbled to find the opening. “By Dovré’s golden tits,” he growled. “Where does this cursed curtain open?”

      Inharise eased her grip on the poniard’s hilt at his mention of the Goddess Dovré. While neither she nor Heinmyets were dedicated to Dovré’s service, the Goddess had made her favor known to them.

      An ally, then.

      Still, she continued to rest her hand on the hilt as the speaker kept muttering and poking at the curtain, which was partially secured at both ends to help keep the winter’s cold out. Inharise and Heinmyets had also cast minor spells on the curtains, to slow down potential assassins. There was enough lingering magic from Medvara in these draperies that the spells were somewhat effective.

      Soon enough the magic would fade, and then what?

      She missed the simplicity of her Clendan people’s longhouses and lodges after spending six months in Keldara’s capital city of Dera during the last stages of her pregnancy and Cenarth’s first months. True, the big lodges of Clenda had less privacy than the big houses common in Keldara, but these multi-story wooden buildings that Heinmyets’s people favored felt full of traps.

      Given Nateri’s history, I’ve reason to worry.

      The curtains parted as the speaker found the center opening, letting light through from the window on the other side of the curtain. The brightness briefly illuminated the dark hallway, bringing a fleeting flash of cheer to the gloom. A buckskin-clad courier with the darker skin of Heinmyets’s kin slipped out from the window seat. Pinned to his fur hat was the blue and white moon and stars badge of the border patrol Heinmyets commanded, the Mer Galad.

      “I am Patrol Rider Yamick, under Delian’s subcommand.” Yamick knelt, then rose, offering Inharise his badge. She took it, running her right index finger over it to query its credentials. The faint trace of magic within the painted metal badge confirmed that Yamick of Kinherit Village was sworn to Delian.

      That’s why I don’t know him.

      Delian’s Mer Galad patrol rarely came to Dera, in part because his beloved, Heinmyets’s sister Ciren, was second-in-command of his patrol. Ciren chose to stay as far away from her father and stepmother—primarily her stepmother—as she could arrange, and Delian respected her wishes.

      “What message brings you here, Rider Yamick?” Inharise handed the badge back to him.

      Yamick hooked the badge back onto his hat. He extracted a sealed packet tucked inside his heavy fur-lined jacket, offering it to Inharise. “This message from Captain Delian.”

      News from Delian.

      Excitement rose within Inharise. Heinmyets had sent Delian, the out-of-favor Medvaran prince, back to his home to seek support from Delian’s sister Alicira, next in line for the leadership of Medvara after their father Richenax.

      
        
        If we could ally with our distant kin in Medvara, that would strengthen the Two Nations, Heinmyets had said in that quiet meeting between the three of them before Delian left.

      

      

      Delian had taken three men from his regular patrol to ride with him, leaving Ciren to lead the others.

      Yamick rested his hand on hers before she could break the seal. “Would be best to read this in your quarters, madam.”

      Inharise hesitated. She needed to join Heinmyets in the Great Hall, along with his father Thenil and stepmother Nateri, for the daily audience the Leader of Keldara held for petitioners who wanted their concerns to be brought to the Great Council. Stopping to feed baby Cenarth could only excuse her absence for so long.

      “This news needs to be private,” Yamick added.

      Well, Tewasnin’s delegation seeking greater concessions in the daranval trade had yet to arrive from Clenda, so she didn’t need to be present right away to promote her kinfolk’s cause. She couldn’t think of any other pressing petitions that required her specific presence. Thenil and Heinmyets would not object, but Nateri⁠—

      Nateri can just fume. News from Delian comes first.

      Inharise marched back down the hallway toward their suite, Yamick on her heels. She kept one hand on the hilt of her poniard. Yamick might be Mer Galad, but she didn’t know him well, and he would be coming close to her infant son.

      Most of Delian’s subcommand were from the Keldaran border villages, while the majority of Heinmyets and Inharise’s Mer Galad guards in Dera came from her Clendan kinfolk. Still, that isolation didn’t guarantee that someone couldn’t have encountered Yamick along the way, twisted him to their way of thinking. Little Cenarth was an heir to two nations, and if Nateri had a notion to eliminate him….

      But Yamick gave Inharise no reason to worry as he followed politely behind her. They reached the door of Heinmyets and Inharise’s suite. Netam and Kerait were on duty, Netam the son of one of Inharise’s cousins, Kerait a second cousin’s daughter. They saluted her, then Yamick. She inclined her head in return.

      “How fares the border?” Kerait asked, smiling at Yamick.

      “Your sister Kenseth sends her regards,” Yamick said. “She’s still envious of your assignment to Lady Inharise.”

      Good. Kerait knows him.

      Inharise relaxed just a little more.

      Kerait laughed, her voice high and clear. “Tell her that Dera is boring. Most battles here are fought with words, not action.”

      Yamick winced. “Words can be enough of a battle, Kerait.”

      Kerait sobered. “Certainly enough, Yamick, certainly enough.” She opened the door for them.

      Inharise swept through the door, glad to see that the door to Cenarth’s nursery was firmly closed. The suite door had barely shut behind them before she broke the seal and slid the message out of the packet. There were only a few hastily scrawled lines on the paper, written in her own Clendan language rather than Heinmyets’s Keldaran.

      
        
        Burn this after reading. No help possible from Alicira; she is constrained. Yamick knows the old ways. D.

      

      

      Old ways. That meant Yamick was one who spoke the High Tongue of Delian’s Aireii kin. Another testament to his trustworthiness, as Delian did not teach the High Speech to all of his riders.

      “What further word?” she asked him in that speech.

      “Captain Delian would have you meet him near Wickmasa,” Yamick said, his voice hesitating as he thought through his words in the difficult phrasing of the High Speech. “I am to guide you there. The situation in the message is not entirely as represented due to the Captain’s caution. Things are roiling in Medvara, and she who he speaks of has sent her own request. And more.”

      “How soon?”

      “When I left Delian, he was planning to leave Wixtnal in two days. He has—encumbrances. A wagon.” Yamick paused. “It will add several days to his travels, he says. I made the ride in three days.”

      Three days. Delian would have been on the road for one day by now. Wickmasa was a solid three-day ride from Dera, plus whatever time it took to ride to that meeting space. Even with Delian traveling with whatever encumbrances he might have, Heinmyets would need to leave right after this afternoon’s Council in order to reach that meeting site without making Delian wait around and possibly attract attention from those who would whisper rumors to Nateri.

      “I will have Heinmyets ready to ride as quickly as possible,” she said, already thinking about who she should send with him, who she should keep with her for protection. “Rest and prepare yourself.”

      “Lady Inharise, Captain Delian requests both of you to come.”

      “My son is yet young and has not gone on a long trip,” she demurred, trying to keep the excitement out of her voice.

      Cenarth could ride in the cradleboard her father had sent as a birth present. She had been taking him out on short trips to accustom him to the cradleboard and her horse, but sedate rides around the Keldaran valley weren’t the same as a real ride in the mountains.

      Nateri would object to Inharise and Cenarth going with Heinmyets.

      On the other hand, what power other than disapproval would Nateri have over her? Inharise had not rebelled before now, biding her time for the right occasion to exercise her independence. She was no delicate flower like Nateri.

      It was time to assert herself.

      “What he has to say concerns both of you,” Yamick said.

      “I understand.”

      Her heart pounded in her ears. Two years ago, the Gods had spoken to Inharise, telling her that a full marriage between herself and Heinmyets was auspicious, but not yet enough for them to avert the danger they both saw approaching. They needed a third member to help spin and weave the magic fabric which would ultimately protect the Two Nations of Keldara and Clenda.

      But first, they needed access to the magic fleece from Medvara. Neither Thenil nor Nateri were able to spin or weave it, the magic in the wool evading both of them. Without the magic activated by spinning and weaving, protection against the wrath of the Seven Crowned Gods and of the designs of sorcerers empowered by a God was incomplete for any Leader.

      Inharise could weave magic using the fibers from various plants. So could Heinmyets. But for full protection, they needed wool from the fleece of the specially bred sheep the Medvaran exiles had brought from Empire-over-Sea when they fled the crazed Darani Emperor Etikar, who had sought to murder his Aireii kinfolk.

      “Provision yourself for the return trip,” she said to Yamick. “Take Kerait with you.” She followed him to the door. “Kerait. Settle Yamick with provisions and a place to rest. Then go to the stables to prepare horses and our riders for a trip. We ride this afternoon.”

      “How far?” Kerait asked, using their native Clendan language.

      “Three days—and perhaps more.”

      Kerait’s face lit up in anticipation. “All of us?”

      “All of us,” she confirmed. Inharise turned back inside, first to throw the message into the fire, then to tell Danetna, Cenarth’s nurse, about the upcoming trip.

      But before she spoke to Danetna, she picked up her son and hugged him.

      “It is time you learned your Clendan heritage,” she whispered to Cenarth in Clendan. “No more being choked up in the city!”

      Until now, she hadn’t realized how constrained the past few months had been.
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        * * *

      

      The meeting place Delian had told Yamick about was north of Wickmasa, near a hot spring. Reaching it added a half-day to their ride. Not that Inharise minded. Cenarth’s cradleboard hung securely from the saddle horn of Inharise’s blood bay daranval mare. Lailsa had been a bonding gift from Heinmyets, along with ten sheep and five cattle to set up her own independent wealth, as was the custom in Clenda.

      Both Lailsa and Heinmyets’s young black daranval stallion Elantai eagerly trotted along the trails leading to the hot spring near the mountain pass, their swift smooth gait much faster than that of an ordinary horse. Fortunately, Heinmyets’s guard all rode daranvelii as well-bred as Lailsa and Elantai, and they brought no pack animals with them, choosing to ride swiftly with stops at the villages along their route at nightfall, so no ordinary horses slowed them.

      Still, Inharise was glad they approached the hot spring, climbing up the ridge to the great flat where they would meet Delian.

      Only in the saddle until midday.

      She had lost her endurance for long rides during the last months of her pregnancy, and the short rides since then were nothing like being in the saddle all day. Fortunately, Cenarth settled quickly into the traveling routine, fussing only when hungry or needing to be cleaned.

      A true Clendan in that respect.

      “Not much farther, dear one,” Heinmyets said, as if he had read her mind. “We should be able to rest for a day or so at the hot spring.”

      She laughed. “I’m happy to be in the saddle again!”

      And away from Dera for at least a short time.

      Heinmyets nodded. “I am as well. Being away from Nateri for a while only makes this ride sweeter.”

      “I agree,” she said. They had avoided talking much policy before spending last night at Wickmasa. By this point they were far enough away from Dera that even Nateri’s small magics could not eavesdrop on their conversations. Plus there were the special spells that had protected Wickmasa over the years.

      Metkyi, the young Wickmasan shaman who followed the God Staul, had helped Inharise and Heinmyets check to ensure that no traces of Nateri’s listening spells lingered amongst their things.

      Inharise continued. “Now that I can ride again, we need to be traveling to see our peoples. Not everyone can come to Dera. Enough snow has gone from the mountains that we could begin our rounds after talking to Delian.”

      “I’ve mentioned the need to Father.”

      “And Nateri?”

      He grimaced. “What do you think? She still wants to keep us tied to Dera. But our treaty obligations to your people are greater than Nateri’s desires, no matter what she whispers into my father’s ears. He’s not so entranced by her that he doesn’t see the need. We discussed the necessity for you and me to go to Clenda and the border villages when I told him there was a call for us to come to Wickmasa.” He paused. “I think we should go out with the herds this spring as well, stay away from Dera until fall.”

      “Yes. Get our herd away from the others.”

      Ever since her magic had returned with Cenarth’s birth, they had used the cover of rebuilding Inharise’s riding strength to examine the Keldaran herds for any sheep with the faintest hint of magic in their fleece and trade for them. Oh, there were sheep with magic in their fleeces, but it was weak. Only a handful had sufficient magic to potentially provide the wool for spinning and weaving a Tapestry. By separating their herd from the others, both she and Heinmyets hoped to rebuild its magical strength.

      As they reached the top of the ridge, Inharise thought she heard the distant bleat of sheep.

      “Yamick, I didn’t think there were any herds out yet,” Heinmyets called to him. “There’s still snowbanks!”

      Yamick reined his daranval in to wait for them, now allowing a faint smile to twitch his lips. “I should let Delian tell you—but that’s the reason for his delay.”

      “Sheep?” Inharise asked. Why would Delian have sheep—Excitement rose within her. “From Medvara?”

      Yamick nodded, his grin spreading.

      Inharise and Heinmyets exchanged a glance. Then he urged Elantai into a gallop. Lailsa followed, Inharise urging her to greater speed, though she could only gain to Elantai’s flank. Yamick and the other riders whooped, joining them.

      At that speed it wasn’t long before Inharise spotted the camp at the edge of the trees, with picketed and loose daranvelii, two wagons, five tents—and a milling group of six sheep by the wagons, stirring anxiously at the sound of hooves, barely kept from bolting by two black and white dogs and three people.

      Heinmyets eased Elantai back into a walk. He uttered a deep, ululating call that was answered by a higher-pitched voice—Ciren. She waved at them, then whistled. Two of the loose daranvelii trotted toward camp. Ciren and Delian swung up on their mounts bareback, trotting toward Heinmyets and Inharise.

      Ciren reached them first. Heinmyets dismounted and hugged her, then Delian. Inharise carefully got off of Lailsa and unhooked Cenarth’s cradleboard from her saddle horn.

      “This is the little one?” Ciren joined Inharise.

      “This is your nephew Cenarth.”

      “May I?” Ciren asked. Inharise eased the cradleboard into Ciren’s waiting arms, pausing until she was certain Ciren held his weight. Aunt and nephew gazed at each other. Delian joined Ciren as she stroked Cenarth’s cheek, her fingers dark against Cenarth’s red-brown. “He favors you, Inharise.”

      “Better her than me.” Heinmyets slid his arm around Inharise and pulled her close. “He has travelled well. We will be able to take him out with the herds this spring.”

      “And I bring him a gift,” Delian said softly. “Or, rather, Alicira and I bring little Cenarth a gift for the future of the Two Nations.” He gestured toward the agitated sheep. “Two ram lambs and four ewe lambs, all that we could slip away from the Medvaran flocks. All strong in magic, the strongest that Alicira dared sort out. Go look.”

      Inharise hesitated.

      “I have Cenarth,” Ciren said.

      “Bring him, please.”

      Maybe she would have the chance to do a proper introduction of Cenarth to the flock. They had been under too much observation by those who would run tattling to Nateri for Inharise to present him properly to the herd leaders. This would be a perfect opportunity to do that to this small flock, at least.

      Inharise tucked her hand into Heinmyets’s elbow as they walked toward the now quiet sheep. When they were ten paces away from the little flock, she slipped her hand free and moved more slowly, murmuring soft reassurances and copying the soft call of a mother ewe. She knelt three paces away from the sheep, continuing to make reassuring noises. One of the dogs guarding the sheep ran up to Inharise and inspected her before returning to her duties.

      Heinmyets stooped next to Inharise. The sheep had the blond face of the standard Medvaran breed, with a faint golden sheen to their fleeces. But that didn’t necessarily mean these sheep had magic in them. She and Heinmyets had blond-faced and gold-fleeced sheep amongst their herds. The only way to tell if these were truly bearers of magical fleece, especially at this age, was to touch them. As wild and skittery as these half-grown lambs appeared to be, that might take time.

      Delian joined them, stiffly dropping to one knee. “Alicira chose them for me,” he said quietly. “They come from Alexran’s own flock. I wouldn’t know magical fleece from non-magical, but Alicira knows the pedigrees and tried them each herself.”

      Inharise caught her breath at the mention of the Medvaran leader Alexran, the grandfather of Alicira and Delian. Does this mean⁠—

      “Are you certain you didn’t put her at risk?” Heinmyets asked. “This is a gift beyond belief, but at what cost? Or does Alexran look with favor upon our suit of Alicira?”

      Inharise made herself breathe again.

      Please, dear Goddess, let this be true.

      Reports from Medvara hinted that Alicira was not viewed with favor by Alexran, even though she was his only descendant with magical ability. Rumors insinuated that the ruler of Medvara sought to wed his granddaughter to any faraway leader who would keep her occupied and away from Medvara.

      
        
        So why not bring Alicira into the Two Nations as our spouse? Inharise had suggested when they first heard this news. Terat has said we cannot fully bind ourselves to each other without a third who will bring us power greater than we imagine. That could be Alicira.

      

      

      
        
        We have to overcome Nateri’s opposition, had been Heinmyets’s answer. Nateri may be Aireii, but her family was a rival to Alicira’s in the Empire.

      

      

      Never mind that Nateri was exiled from Medvara due to her destruction of the Cooscol berry trade, another source of magical power in that nation. She brought a faint glimmer of legitimacy to those exiles from the Empire-over-Sea in Keldara who had left Medvara, seeking to be free from Alexran’s constraints. Nateri might be from the Ralsem instead of the royal Miteal, but she still claimed kinship to the Emperor-over-Sea.

      Thenil’s marriage to Nateri added to his legitimacy as Leader when he dealt with nations such as Larij to the north and Keratil to the south. No longer was he considered a poor relation of the lower-class Aireii in Medvara who had come to bolster the native Keldaran population after the Great Plague.

      “It’s—complicated.”

      Delian started to say more, but one of the lambs ventured toward Inharise. The three of them stayed quiet as Inharise coaxed the ewe close enough to scratch her forehead and run her fingers through her wool. She inhaled sharply as the magic pulsed against her fingertips.

      The other sheep followed the ewe’s lead. Heinmyets ran his fingers through the coat of one of the rams.

      “Amazing,” he murmured. “Their magic is so strong.”

      “This is a marvelous gift, Delian. So Alexran looks with favor upon our petition to marry Alicira?” Inharise asked.

      Delian scowled. “Alas, no, he does not. My grandfather listens to a recent arrival from Daran, Zauril, who aggressively pursues my sister. Alicira is doing her best to evade Zauril, even talking to Haran of Larij in hopes that Alexran might view that marriage with some sort of favor.” He grimaced. “Unfortunately, Haran’s preferences are too well-known. Alexran does not support that alliance.”

      Inharise nodded. Haran of Larij was the youngest son of the ruler of Larij, known as the Mershaunten. She had met Haran and Orlanden en Selail, Haran’s companion of the heart, in Wixtnal, on the border between Larij and Keldara. Larij and Medvara were not as flexible about same-sex or multiple-partner relationships as Keldara or Clenda were.

      Keldara had a history of taking in exiles for various reasons—such as Delian. Inharise had been privy to Heinmyets’s discreet offer of refuge to Haran should it be needed.

      
        
        Bringing in outsiders has made Keldara strong, Heinmyets had said on their ride back from the meeting in Wixtnal where he had made that offer. Orlanden is an excellent negotiator, and Haran’s almost his equal. If the Mershaunten and his eldest son are foolish enough to discard Haran because of his partnership preferences, well, then⁠—

      

      

      A similar assessment, backed by Delian’s concerns, had led to drafting their offer requesting Alicira’s hand in marriage.

      Perhaps Alexran didn’t look with favor upon the alliances that Heinmyets was trying to create in Keldara and Clenda in preparation for his ascension to Leadership. But the sheer value of this gift suggested that Alicira was in favor of their proposal.

      “Nonetheless, Haran remains close to Medvare-the-city as a potential protector for Alicira.” A grim note deepened Delian’s voice. “I would go back, to be a source of safety for my sister, except that she sent me away for my own protection.”

      “Oh?” Heinmyets raised his brows.

      “We had to move quickly because Zauril got wind of what we were doing and tried to stop us.” Delian tightened his lips. “I now bear the title of thief. I hope that Alicira has not come to any harm as a result. She had signed papers granting these sheep to you, but….” his voice trailed off. “I hope she’s all right,” he said finally. “Once things have calmed down a bit, I’ll go back. With your leave, of course!”

      “Of course.” Heinmyets rose. “Well, we’ll put these sheep in with our herds. A good thing that they’re young. They’ll adapt to our conditions much more quickly than adult sheep. You’ve transported them well—they’re in very good shape.”

      “We’ve been carrying them in the wagon, especially over the rougher passages,” Delian said.

      “Good. They won’t look like they’ve been traveling hard. No one will notice them amongst our herds,” Heinmyets said. He and Delian walked away as Ciren joined Inharise.

      Inharise reached for the cradleboard. She carefully extracted Cenarth, holding him in her arms as she crooned to the sheep.

      “Come meet the one who will have need of your magic when older,” she murmured to the little flock. She half-expected that the first ewe and ram to greet her and Heinmyets would be the leaders.

      Instead, one of the ewes who had hung back moved forward, accompanied by the other ram. She nuzzled Cenarth, who startled, then clumsily brushed his little fingers across the ewe lamb’s face. The lamb inhaled deeply of Cenarth, then stepped back. The ram nosed Cenarth more firmly than the ewe lamb had. Cenarth didn’t startle but a random movement of his hand smacked the ram lamb’s nose. A tiny golden spark flashed between baby and lamb.

      Inharise caught her breath as the ram jerked back, then came forward again, nuzzling Cenarth more gently.

      There’s a link between Cenarth and the magic in these lambs. Oh Terat, this is better than I anticipated.

      Even better, this suggested that magic would be strong in her son, for him to react to these sheep so powerfully at his age.

      Delian’s gift was marvelous—but to know this about her son was priceless.

      Heinmyets joined her, reaching out to scratch the ram lamb’s face as he talked. “I am sending Delian back with a gift for Alicira.” His face tightened. “Given the circumstances and the value of this gift, I—I think we should give her a daranval.”

      “Perhaps the most powerful unbonded daranval we have?”

      Heinmyets nodded. Then he looked at Cenarth, and a smile softened his expression. “Our boy has magic, doesn’t he?”

      “Yes—there was the slightest of sparks when he touched this lamb’s face.”

      “Wonderful. And—yes. There’s a palomino mare who has not bonded to anyone yet. I was surprised when she wouldn’t bond with anyone during her training.”

      Inharise thought for a moment—oh yes, that one palomino mare who was cooperative but standoffish. No name yet—unbonded daranvelii were rarely named. “Perhaps she’s been waiting for Alicira.”

      “Perhaps. She’s young and fast, and in the worst case, would provide a safe mount for Alicira to flee on.” His face clouded for a moment. “Although, if she chose to bond with Alicira….”

      “Let’s hope she does.”

      “In the meantime—let’s settle for the night. You wanted rest and a hot spring soak.” He winked at Ciren. “And since our son has his aunt here to watch over him, we can soak—together.”

      Inharise smiled at Heinmyets. “Then let’s hurry up. I hear that hot spring calling my name.”

      He laughed.
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