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Chapter 1: Thunder on the Plains

	 

	Vatar drew in a deep breath, relishing the scent of the grass under his horse’s hooves and even the slightly charged smell of the impending storm. The plains were a great circle around him, horizon to horizon, just as they should be. It was good to be home. 

	One side of his lips quirked up at that thought. It was indeed good to be home at last, but here he was, riding away from his village and most of his family. Much as he loved all of them and had missed them, it wasn’t possible to get much privacy in a Dardani village. Newlyweds should really have at least their own hut to themselves, not have to share it with his two-year-old twins and Thekila’s younger brother. Though the twins weren’t nearly as much of an obstacle as an eleven-year-old boy. He’d been forced to invent these “riding lessons” for Thekila in order to manufacture a little privacy.

	He turned his head to check on Thekila. The riding lessons weren’t just an excuse. She’d never ridden a horse until she came out here with him and she did need to learn. It never ceased to amaze him how that petite body could contain a spirit that was so immense—and beautiful. The fiery red hair, dulled to the color of cooling embers under the heavy clouds, seemed a fair indication of how brightly that spirit shone to him.

	Thekila turned in her saddle to look behind them for the third time. 

	“Expecting someone?” Vatar asked, though he suspected he knew the answer.

	Thekila shrugged. “Just checking to make sure Theklan hasn’t tried to follow us again.”

	Vatar reached across to take her hand. “He won’t be following us today. I asked Kiara to keep an eye on him.” He couldn’t suppress a grin. His little sister was nothing if not persistent.

	Thekila’s gasp turned into a giggle. “You didn’t. You know how embarrassed he is to be followed around by a girl.”

	Vatar’s smile widened unrepentantly. “He’ll recover. Someday, he may even like it. Anyway, Kiara will make sure he stays where he’s supposed to be. The point is to have a little time away from your brother, after all.”

	Thekila grinned wickedly. “I know.”

	Vatar leaned over to give her a promissory kiss. Not too far now to the place he had in mind. They’d be snug under cover of the tent tied behind his saddle before the lowering clouds released their rain. 

	They hadn’t gone much farther when Vatar felt the familiar awareness of lions. After more than a year, it was comforting to feel this manifestation of his connection to the Spirit of the Lion, his clan totem, again. These lions were hunting, so he turned just a little farther to the east, swinging wide around them. Just because he was Lion Clan didn’t mean it was safe to ride too close to a hunting pride.

	“Why did we turn?” Thekila asked.

	“Lions. Over there.” Vatar pointed to the west. 

	Thekila looked where Vatar pointed. “I can’t see anything. Can we go closer for a look?”

	Vatar shook his head. She never seemed to tire of the unfamiliar—to her—creatures of the plains. “Not this time. They’re hunting.”

	Thekila’s head swiveled back to him. “Hunting? What are they hunting? Not us?”

	Vatar shook his head again. His sense of the lions only told him they were hunting, not what, but he couldn’t expect her to understand that. She knew about magic, not this. He stared off where he knew the lions were, trying to see any prey animals that might have drawn the lions’ attention. Nothing obvious. “Not without going closer than is really safe—”

	Vatar broke off with a gulp. The hairs on his arms and the back of his neck stood straight up. Overlaid on his own vision was another viewpoint—a scene in grays and blacks. Vatar gripped his reins tighter as the unfamiliar perspective eclipsed his own. That point of view was focused tightly on a herd of wild horses. As if he were among them, Vatar saw lions moving to flank the herd. Saw the view become disjointed as he—or what felt like himself—ran forward, scattering the herd. His vision centered on one horse, weaker than the rest. He felt the sensation and smelled the blood as his claws dug into the horse’s flank. 

	Vatar’s horse—his real horse, the one he was riding—tossed its head irritably. Vatar gasped and blinked, clearing his head of the alien viewpoint. He forced his hand to loosen on the reins he’d unconsciously tightened. “No. They’re not hunting us.” He just managed to keep a tremor out of his voice. 

	With the hand away from Thekila, so she wouldn’t see it, Vatar covertly made his clan’s sign of warding against Evil Spirits, forefinger and thumb mimicking the open mouth of a roaring lion. His heart still beat hard against his rib cage. Nothing like that had ever happened to him before. Sensing lions was normal; this kind of . . . melding with the lion, as if the lion were part of him—or he was part of it—that wasn’t supposed to happen. It made him feel as if he wasn’t in complete control of himself. Vatar didn’t like that at all. 

	~

	Thekila continued to look in the direction where Vatar said the lions were, hoping to catch sight of one. It helped to concentrate on something nearer to her own size. Otherwise, the plains were just too vast.

	Thekila tried not to hunch smaller in her saddle as she turned back to the landscape. The sheer size of the plains really was overwhelming for someone not born to these wide horizons. Back in the village that clustered on one side of the big Zeda Waterhole, the huts at least gave her the feeling of a more human scale. Out here, there was nothing but grass and sky. It was just immensity, with no beginning or end, and it made her feel incredibly small. The threatening storm clouds only made it all the more oppressive.

	As far as she could see, the world stretched away, covered in tall grass that came up to her horse’s knees. No snow-capped mountains bordered the horizon here. Not like her mountain-valley home. Away from the waterholes, the grasses were beginning to turn from lush green to a golden brown. She’d learned early to distinguish where a darker green and a few trees marked a waterhole. Other than that, the only landmarks were a few dark rock outcroppings scattered over the landscape. Some were only large enough for a lion or two to sun on, others were like solitary hills of rock. Her inexperienced eye couldn’t distinguish between the two or tell how far away they might be until she was almost on top of them. At home, the grasses would still be green and smooth as lawns, dotted with frequent copses of fruit trees. Late fruits would still be in season.

	Then too, away from the waterhole, there was no relief from the heat. Summer on the plains was hotter than anything Thekila had ever experienced. It sapped all of her energy. Even the heavy, dark clouds didn’t help. They just made it steamy as well as hot, at least until the rain came. 

	The stacked clouds were impressive though, as were the far-away flashes of lightning. Even at a distance, the thunder rolled across the plains. Thunderstorms back home were nothing like this. Of course, she was usually inside when it rained there.

	Thekila shouldn’t have let her mind wander. Lightning slashed across the sky much closer. Almost immediately, thunder boomed directly overhead. The echoes were still ringing in her ears when she realized she was on her back in the grass. Her horse danced sideways, kicked out and ran off a short distance. 

	Vatar was off his horse and on his knees beside her in one smooth movement. “Are you all right?”

	Thekila levered herself up into a sitting position. “Yes. It’s my fault. I wasn’t paying enough attention to what I was doing. The thunder startled me. Startled the horse, too, I guess. I’m just not used to this, yet.”

	Vatar gently pushed her back down. “No, it’s my fault. I should have been paying closer attention to you. I am supposed to be teaching you to ride like a Dardani. I was . . . distracted by something.” 

	Thekila doubted she’d ever ride like a Dardani. After all, for them it was a matter of survival on the plains. How else could they tend their huge herds of cattle? Vatar had told her he’d been riding since he was about four. Still, if she was going to live out here with him—and much as she occasionally missed civilization, there was no question about that—then she was going to have to learn to ride at least well enough.

	In spite of Thekila’s protests, Vatar insisted on carefully checking her over for injuries. She raised an amused eyebrow at his solicitousness. In addition to his very real and endearing concern for her, Vatar was not above taking advantage of the situation. 

	He grinned back, unashamed. “You might have a few bruises in the morning. But you’ll be all right. It’s not much farther to the waterhole.”

	He stood up, dusted off his knees, and helped her to her feet before going off to retrieve her horse. He bent down and ran his hands up and down the horse’s legs. 

	Thekila wondered why the frightened mare hadn’t gone farther until Vatar led her back. The horse limped badly. “She’s injured?”

	Vatar tied the mare’s reins to his saddle. “Nothing’s broken, but she shouldn’t bear any extra weight for a few days.”

	Thekila stared at the mare’s leg. Standing, she tipped that foot up to keep her weight off it. There was already a slight swelling just above the hoof. This was her fault. “Now what do we do?”

	Vatar took her hand. “It’ll be fine. My horse can carry us both as far as the waterhole.”

	“What then? We didn’t plan to stay out here overnight, let alone several days. Can your horse carry us all the way back to Zeda?”

	“We’re fortunate that Quetza came with us from your home in the Valley. Someone who can hear Far Speech. She can bring another horse out later.” He smiled at her. “Preferably much later.”

	Vatar lifted Thekila up onto his horse and then settled into the saddle behind her. The plains weren’t nearly so daunting when his muscular arms circled around her to take the reins. 

	Thekila nestled closer and prepared herself to contact her friend. In fact, she had a suspicion that Quetza would jump at the chance. Not just to explore more of the plains, but also to check on Vatar’s progress with his magic. In addition to giving them time alone, these excursions were also Thekila’s opportunity to continue Vatar’s lessons in magic. That was impossible back in the village.

	Quetza’s eagerness to test him could interfere with other things, though. Thekila narrowed her eyes in thought. Maybe she should give Quetza an excuse to ride out tomorrow—or the next day. “Hmm. I think Quetza went out hunting this morning. Maybe instead she can take word back that we’ll be staying out here for a day or two with an injured horse. She can bring a fresh horse tomorrow just as easily. Your family will look after Theklan and the twins, won’t they?”

	Vatar chuckled into her hair. “I like the way your mind works.”

	~

	Vatar had chosen a waterhole he remembered as very pretty—and intimate—for their stop. The sort of place he thought Thekila would like. An outcrop of dark rock loomed behind, softened by a stand of willows. Water from a spring splashed down the rocks to feed the pool. The waterhole itself was crowded with reeds which were home to a multitude of birds, all whistling a high-pitched call. The surrounding trees blocked most of the view of the plains beyond, making this into a small world all its own.

	He had their little tent pitched in a clear area before Thekila had finished building a temporary fire pit to warm their midday meal.

	Vatar ate in silence, too preoccupied by the odd sensation of seeing as if through the eyes of the lion to even taste his food. His mouth went dry at the memory and he had trouble swallowing his bite of flat bread. He was still Dardani at heart, raised with the Dardani’s superstitious fear of anything uncanny. They believed magic came from Evil Spirits. That dread was far older than his recent acceptance of his own magic. Before he’d admitted he had any magic, he’d chosen the Ordeal and its hardships to prove that he wasn’t possessed by an Evil Spirit.

	The irony of having gone on a year-long Ordeal to prove that he wasn’t a sorcerer, only to be forced to learn the very magic he’d rejected so he wouldn’t be accused of sorcery . . . made his head hurt.

	Of course, if he hadn’t gone on that Ordeal, he’d never have met Thekila. He’d never be sorry for that or anything that made that possible. Thekila would know more about the magic, at least. Still, Vatar was reluctant to put his experience into words, as if that would somehow make the experience more real. On the other hand, putting it off wouldn’t make the questions any easier. Usually the reverse. “Thekila . . .”

	“Hmm?” Thekila answered distractedly. She opened the laces of his tunic and began to trace the roaring lion tattoo on Vatar’s right shoulder with her finger. That drove the half-formed question—and all thought—from his mind, as it had from the first time. Only five months ago? They’d grown so close in that short time. Sometimes he felt that they had been together forever, comfortable as an old boot. At other times, like now, it felt like their first time, intoxicated merely by her touch. 

	When Thekila lightly touched the newly-healed tattoo on his left shoulder, the one that marked the completion of his Ordeal, Vatar forgot about everything else. He lowered his head to find her mouth instead and when she reached to join their minds with her magic, he allowed himself to fall into her love and let her blot out the world. He barely even registered the first fat rain drops falling around their tent.

	 

	 

	



	

Chapter 2: Transformations

	 

	Orleus’s halloo woke Vatar from a satisfied doze. What was his half-brother doing here? And now of all times? He sighed and began to untangle himself from Thekila, who muttered sleepy protest. Vatar stuck his head out of the tent flap, blinking in the sunlight. Apparently, the storm had passed over. He hadn’t noticed.

	He saw Orleus hobbling a pair of horses to graze. Two horses? Wasn’t that sorrel the one Quetza usually rode? He turned his head to find Quetza filling a pot at the waterhole. Ah. Thekila had said she thought Quetza had gone out hunting. Clearly, she’d gone with Orleus. Those two had been spending a lot of time together lately. And now they’d both come here in response to Thekila’s Far Speech.

	“All rested?” Orleus grinned at him. “Now I think we know why you’ve been so secretive about these riding lessons of yours.”

	Quetza snorted a laugh. “Riding lessons? I suppose that’s one way to describe it.”

	“Give us a moment.” Vatar ducked back into the tent. Brushing a strand of hair away from her face, he woke Thekila with a kiss. He took her hand when she reached up to pull him back down beside her. “Orleus and Quetza are here.”

	Thekila gave a disgruntled sigh and sat up. “I told Quetza tomorrow would be soon enough.”

	They dressed and came out to find their visitors sitting by the remains of their fire which had been drenched by the rain. Orleus added fresh wood from the pile Vatar had covered with a piece of cowhide earlier. Quetza placed the small pot of water on to brew tea. Orleus’s two hunting dogs, Seeker and Arrow, lay to one side, tongues lolling.

	“We didn’t expect you so soon,” Vatar said.

	Orleus smiled apologetically. “We were out hunting when Thekila used Far Speech to tell Quetza about her horse. It was easier to just swing around and meet you here. Thekila and Quetza can ride double on the way back.”

	“You could have taken more time about it,” Vatar grumbled. 

	“I would have,” Orleus answered. “It was Quetza who was in a hurry.”

	Quetza shrugged. “I know Thekila’s been trying to keep up your training, Vatar. Teaching you shape changes. That’s more usually my area of expertise. So I want to see for myself how you’re coming along. You’re too powerful to be left only half trained. And I know better than to ask about magic among the Dardani. You’ve made their feelings about magic quite clear. This was the best opportunity I was likely to get.” She winked in Thekila’s direction. “We won’t keep you long. Since we didn’t know to bring a spare horse, we’ll just have to come back tomorrow with one.”

	Vatar set his jaw. On the whole, he’d rather his magic weren’t that powerful. He might have been forced to accept the reality that he did possess magic after all. That didn’t mean he was prepared to reveal that fact to the world—especially not to the Dardani. His people believed all magic came from Evil Spirits. They’d never understand that some kinds of magic could be inherited—whether wanted or not—just like hair color or height. They’d say he was possessed. He’d be ostracized, exiled—if he was lucky—forced to submit to an exorcism if he wasn’t. It was not a risk he was prepared to take, even for Thekila.

	Magic had been one thing, safer, when he was with Thekila’s people during his Ordeal, where such things were commonplace. He’d gone ahead with the occasional private lesson in magic mostly to please Thekila and he’d meant that to be just between the two of them. He was willing to admit there were a few tricks worth knowing. Far Speech and Far Sight were hard to detect even by others with similar magic. The Dardani need never know what he was really doing so long as they didn’t talk about it where anyone could hear. But what Thekila was teaching him now was different. Obvious. And that made it dangerous. His every instinct was to hide that aspect of his magic from the world. If any Dardani should actually see a transformation life among them would be impossible.

	On the other hand, neither of these two were Dardani. Quetza was Valson, like Thekila. Magic was routine to her. And it was hardly likely to surprise Vatar’s half-brother, either. Since he and Orleus had both inherited the Fasallon magic from their father, Orleus would certainly have received some training in it, too. These two weren’t afflicted with the Dardani’s distrust of any whiff of magic. It was only the Dardani who believed the magic itself was evil, regardless of what was done with it.

	“Vatar’s been working on partial shape changes to objects and getting pretty good at it. Show her, Vatar.” Thekila looked around. “Make the tent look like a Dardani hut.”

	Vatar ran his hands through his hair. He wasn’t going to get out of this, with both Quetza and Thekila pressing him. Best just to get it over with, then. He concentrated on the well-known shape and color of a Dardani sod hut. He drew the picture quite clearly in his mind. Then he put that picture over their tent. He opened his eyes. The Dardani hut was there, just as he’d pictured it. Vatar let the illusion go, noting with a tinge of satisfaction that this had gotten much easier since the first time he’d attempted it.

	Thekila laughed appreciatively. “That was very good, Vatar. I could almost smell the sod.”

	Quetza nodded approval. “Very realistic. That’s harder than it looks. Good work.”

	“Pity you couldn’t really turn it into a Dardani hut,” Orleus said. “That would have been cozier in the rain.”

	“The rain didn’t bother us,” Vatar answered. He left unspoken, Until you two showed up.

	Thekila smirked. “A hut might be asking a lot, but watch this.” She picked up a branch from the wood set ready for the fire. “Here, Vatar. Make me a piece of rope.”

	Vatar took the branch and turned it over in his hands, trying to come up with an excuse not to do this. The branch was as big around as three of his fingers and gnarled. “This would make pretty heavy rope. And kind of lumpy.”

	Thekila glowered. “You know you can fix those things if you want to. It’s only the mass that has to stay the same. But make it as thick or as lumpy as you like, so long as it’s rope.”

	Vatar sighed. He pictured a fairly heavy, but not lumpy, piece of rope and then in his mind put the branch into this mental picture. He handed the length of rope to Thekila with a little bow. Thekila passed it to Quetza, who gave it a yank before she passed it to Orleus. 

	Orleus stiffened as he turned the rope over in his hands. “Vatar, does Father know you can do a third-level Transformation?” 

	Vatar took the piece of rope back and tossed it onto the fire, where it immediately became a branch again. “No.” Hard to imagine that he hadn’t even recognized that he had magic then. “The subject never came up. He knows I’ve mastered Far Speech and Far Sight, though. Why?”

	“It’s important, Vatar. Father needs to know before you return to Caere. The Fasallon councils—especially the High Council in Caere—get a little obsessive on the subject of Transformations.”

	Vatar frowned at this new train of thought. Magic was complicated enough. The differing attitudes toward it only exacerbated that fact. Thekila’s and Quetza’s people took magic for granted. The Dardani shunned even the thought of it. In Caere, the Fasallon bent their efforts to controlling every person with a scrap of magical Talent. They’d only missed Vatar because he’d been born out here among the Dardani. Even so, the High Council had set a watch on him to assure themselves that he had no magic. From what Father had said, he didn’t think he wanted them to find out they’d been wrong. “What the High Council doesn’t know won’t hurt . . . me.”

	Orleus grunted.

	Quetza turned to Orleus. “What do you know how to do?”

	“Far Sight. That’s sometimes useful for hunting. And Far Speech, of course. I’ve never really attempted Transformations. Never seen a reason to.”

	Quetza shook her head. “Orleus, I’ve watched you practice with your sword and bow. I know you’re not lazy. Why have you neglected your Powers?”

	The silence stretched, broken only by the sound of the water and the calls of the birds.

	“Talent has never done very much good for anyone in my family,” Orleus said finally. “Too much, and you end up like Father, tied so tight to Caere that he’s barely allowed outside its walls. Too little and you’ll always be lowest in the hierarchy in spite of any other abilities. Either way, you’re forced into the mold they select for you. What I want is my freedom. Far Sight and Far Speech are just enough to let me do what I want and not so much that I draw too much attention. I like it that way.

	“If I could do Transformations, they’d lock me up in the city, like Father. I’d lose my place in the Guard. That’s considered too dangerous for a Fasallon who can do Transformations. I probably wouldn’t even get a chance to really hunt ever again.”

	“Then don’t tell them,” Quetza said. “I have the impression that’s what Vatar intends to do.”

	Orleus blinked. “I . . . I guess . . . I never thought of that.” He smiled at her. “It wasn’t a practical possibility when I could only learn from other Fasallon.”

	“Well, now it is. But, first I need to find out how well you do the things you say you know,” Quetza said. “Thekila, why don’t you work with Vatar for a bit and I’ll try to teach Orleus the basics?”

	That was unfair. Vatar might at least try to resist Quetza out of stubbornness. But they both knew he would turn himself inside out not to disappoint Thekila. That was how she’d gotten him to accept his magic in the first place.

	“I think you’re ready to try your first full shape change,” Thekila said.

	Vatar reached out to touch the little charm that hung around Thekila’s neck. An eagle, representing her avatar. He’d never had a chance to see her fly, yet, but both she and Quetza said she could. “Maybe I should choose a different avatar, something with wings. That way I can fly with you.”

	Quetza paused on her way across the campsite. “You can’t, Vatar.”

	Vatar dropped Thekila’s charm and turned to face Quetza. “Why not?”

	“Because the laws of nature still apply. You may be able to shape change into a lion, if that’s the avatar you choose. But it will be a small lion, because it can’t be much bigger—or smaller—than you actually are.”

	Quetza gestured to her body—much taller and more muscular than petite Thekila. In fact, except for the tinge of red in her short-cropped blonde hair, Quetza could easily pass for a Dardani woman. “I chose an avatar that is approximately my size that can still fly. But I grew up in the mountains, where the wyverns live. I’ve seen them. You can’t transform into something you can’t picture fully. Well, you can, but not very successfully. So, a wyvern won’t work for you. Frankly, you’d be an awfully large wyvern, anyway. You still might not be able to fly. You certainly wouldn’t be able to as an eagle. Thekila needs a high place to take off from and a rising air current to fly well and she’s a lot smaller than you. Even then, she has to push against the ground with her Powers most of the time—and that’s a Power you don’t have. I can’t imagine the form in which you could fly. You’re just too big.”

	Quetza’s mouth quirked up in a small smile. “And it’s not just because you’d be too heavy. Even if you did find a shape that fit you and could fly, you’d still have to learn how. Shape changes don’t come with full understanding of the new form. Thekila and I both had to learn how to fly. And believe me, we had some spectacular failures. You will too. The first time you actually become a lion, I guarantee that you will find four feet confusing. It takes practice to make it look smooth.” She huffed a laugh. “At least you won’t have as far to fall as a lion.”

	“Stay with what you know, Vatar,” Thekila said. “The lion suits you. Later, if you want a challenge, you can add a second, masking illusion to make the lion look bigger, like you did making the tent look like a hut. But that’s hard. It takes more than double the concentration. Stick to just one thing at a time at first.”

	Vatar breathed out. “All right. It was just a thought.”

	Quetza nodded and gestured for Orleus to follow her to the other side of the tent. “Working on two different things, it’ll probably be easier if we give each other a little space.”

	When they’d gone, Thekila drew in a breath, as if ordering her thoughts. “All right, the full shape change starts the same as the illusion. You draw the image of the lion very clearly in your mind. But now, instead of drawing the image over yourself like a mask, you put yourself into the image. Just like you did with that stick. Go ahead. Try it.”

	Vatar did as she instructed. He pictured a plains lion, but, following the Valson color convention, instead of the usual tawny color, he pictured a white lion, with black mane and tail. Then he tried to put himself into the image. He felt his body resisting the change and concentrated harder. He was about to let the image go, when he felt as if the resistance melted. He felt uncomfortably stretched and then he was almost pulled into the image. He fell forward onto all fours. Turning his head, he saw the black tip of his tail lashing. He’d done it! 

	He blinked. Was it the unfamiliar view, or did that tail seem to be the size of a real lion’s tail? Maybe he hadn’t drawn the image of the lion carefully enough.

	Vatar tried to take a step forward and almost fell on his ear. His knee didn’t seem to be where it should be or move the right way. And he’d forgotten to move both a front and a back foot at the same time. This was as hard as Quetza had said it’d be.

	Thekila frowned at him. “That’s very good, Vatar. But don’t try too much at once. There are dangers to shape changes, until you become proficient. Just do the basic shape change for now. You can learn to mask it to appear full-sized, later.”

	Wait. What? Full-sized? But hadn’t Quetza just said that was impossible? He hadn’t meant to do anything more than Thekila asked of him. Not something else mysterious about his magic. Seeing through the eyes of the lion had been bad enough. Apparently by instinct, his unfamiliar body responded to his sudden fear by trying to leap backward—and ended up in a heap. 

	Thekila laughed. “Slow down, Vatar. It’ll take practice to learn to walk, let alone jump, on all fours.”

	Vatar’s attempt to answer her came out as a roar. His concentration evaporated dumping him back into his true form. He drew in a ragged breath, trying to calm himself. “I wasn’t masking, Thekila.”

	Thekila opened her mouth and then shut it again with a snap. She shook her head. “Vatar, that’s not possible.”

	Vatar fell back on his haunches and dropped his head into his hands. He rocked slightly. “I wasn’t masking. That . . . just happened.”

	Thekila put a hand on his shoulder. “Relax. I’m sure everything’s all right.” She raised her voice. “Quetza, could you come here for a moment?”

	Quetza looked around the side of the tent. “What is it?” 

	Thekila beckoned her over. “Vatar’s shape change was a full-sized lion. But he says he wasn’t doing the second masking Transformation. How is that possible?” 

	Orleus followed Quetza back to the fire pit, looking relieved at the interruption.

	“Do it again, Vatar,” Quetza said, turning to him.

	Vatar clenched his jaw. That was the last thing he wanted to do, but if he wanted an answer, he’d have to. He formed the image of the lion and put himself into it. It was easier the second time. The stretching didn’t last as long, almost as if some other force were helping to pull him into the shape. Quetza reached out to touch the top of the lion’s head. At Quetza’s signal, he released the Transformation and fell back to sit cross-legged on the damp ground.

	“Well?” he asked, hoping he didn’t sound as desperate for an answer as he felt.

	Quetza’s brows knitted together even as her hand flew to her mouth. “It was solid, not an illusion. You really weren’t adding a second shape change.”

	Vatar clasped his hands between his knees to keep them from trembling. “I told you I wasn’t.”

	Quetza shook her head. “I don’t understand it. That lion was easily twice your actual size. That shouldn’t be possible.”

	Vatar’s shoulders sagged. “Then what happened?” His voice was shaking. Everything about his magic was going wrong, doing unexpected things. First that strange view through the eyes of the lion this morning, almost as if he had become the lion, and now this. “What’s happening to me?”

	Quetza sat down in front of him. “It’s strange, Vatar. But it’s certainly no reason to panic.”

	He looked up, not at Quetza, but at Thekila. “Am I . . . really becoming a lion?”

	Quetza snorted. “Of course not. Our magic can do a lot of things, but it can’t change our basic nature.”

	Thekila knelt beside him and took his hand. “What’s wrong, Vatar? This is more than just your shape change.”

	Vatar clung to her hand. “Strange things have been happening today. And I don’t like it.”

	“What kind of strange things?” Quetza asked. “Something besides this?”

	Vatar drew a deep breath and nodded. “When we were riding here, I sensed lions nearby. That’s not unusual for a member of the Lion Clan. But I saw that the lions were hunting a herd of wild horses. It was like I actually saw through the lion’s eyes for a moment. Almost like I was one of them. I shouldn’t have been able to do that. It’s never happened to me before.” 

	Quetza shook her head. “I don’t understand your Dardani magic.”

	Vatar looked up, shaking his head. “My connection to the Spirit of the Lion isn’t magic. It’s nothing at all like the Fasallon magic. Every member of the Lion Clan can sense lions nearby and know generally what sort of mood they’re in. Nothing more.”

	Quetza arched one eyebrow. “It certainly sounds like magic to me. But you know more about it than I do. Maybe you should ask someone else who does understand it.”

	“The shaman?” Vatar asked. “But he doesn’t know anything about Valson or Fasallon magic. He won’t know anything about that Transformation.”

	Quetza cocked her head to one side. “Maybe not. Is there anyone who knows about both?”

	Vatar didn’t even have to think about it. No Dardani would want to know about Fasallon magic. Much too dangerous. And he was sure no Fasallon, before him, had ever been initiated into a Dardani Clan. He was the first. “No. I don’t think any other Valson or Fasallon know anything at all about the totem Spirits. And I’m sure no Dardani would even ask about Fasallon magic.”

	Thekila snorted agreement. Then she cocked her head to one side. “Whether it’s magic or not, your Spirit of the Lion does seem to have some effect on your Fasallon magic. Otherwise, what’s that shadowy lion I always see in my mind when you bespeak me—and . . .” she glanced back toward their tent, “other times.”

	Vatar shrugged. Maybe because he wasn’t aware of it himself, he’d never given much thought to the lion Thekila said she could sense about his Far Speech. His eyes darted toward the tent. She hadn’t mentioned noticing it any other time. At least it didn’t seem to bother her. “Maybe the Spirit of the Lion shows up in my Far Speech, but I don’t see how it could have done that.”

	Thekila squeezed Vatar’s hand. “If it bothers you that much, we’ll just have to talk to the best experts we can find on each.” 

	Quetza sighed and rubbed her temples. “It wouldn’t hurt to consult your shaman, at least as far as your Spirits are concerned.”

	 “There’s Father, too,” Orleus said. “You really should talk to Father about this when you get to Caere. Maybe even before. Especially now that you’ve done a fourth-level Transformation.”

	Vatar nodded glumly. “I don’t like not understanding things. Especially things that concern me. And most especially things to do with my magic.”

	Thekila’s free hand rose to Vatar’s shoulder and she gave him a little shake. “If you’re the first person with Fasallon magic to also be initiated into a Dardani clan, we’re all in uncharted territory here. But we’re up to the challenge. We’ll find the answer. Anyway, none of it seems particularly threatening to me.” She leaned over to kiss him.

	Orleus coughed and tilted his head up to study the sky. “I think it may rain again.”

	Vatar broke off the kiss, but continued to hold Thekila close against him. 

	Quetza gave Thekila a conspiratorial wink. “I think we interrupted them too soon, Orleus. They can use a little more time out here together. We can come back out tomorrow and bring a fresh horse for Thekila with us. That’ll be easier on everyone. Besides, I think we should all take a little time to let what just happened sink in before we go running around chasing unsupported theories.”

	 

	 

	



	

Chapter 3: Burn Out

	 

	Vatar reached over and pulled his traveling pack closer. He fished in it for the simple reed pipes. He wasn’t going to do any more Transformations for a long time, no matter what Thekila said. But Far Speech and Far Sight were probably still safe enough. And he did always feel better after making sure the twins were happy and safe.

	He brought the pipes to his lips and played the lullaby that helped him to concentrate on his children. Far Sight allowed him to see them just settling down for the night. Zavar turned towards him and smiled. The little boy whispered something to Savara, who smiled, too. Vatar lowered the pipes.

	If not for the twins, he’d have left with his cousin Arcas and his other half-brother, Cestus. They’d be in Caere tomorrow or the next day. Then he and Thekila wouldn’t have to sneak off for a little privacy either. Not in the farmhouse he and Arcas owned outside the city walls. Thekila would likely be more comfortable in the coastal city, too. He knew the Dardani way of life was hard for her. Caere wasn’t much like anything he’d seen in the Valley, but the neat, furnished house was much more like what she was used to than a one-room sod hut. 

	He meant to spend the winter in Caere anyway. It was so much easier to do his blacksmithing there than to cart the raw materials across the plains. But he’d wanted more time with the twins. And he didn’t feel comfortable taking them to Caere, within reach of the Searchers whose task it was to make sure that any child with Fasallon magic was raised under the control of the Fasallon. Especially not when Zavar could already sense Vatar’s Far Sight. 

	If they’d gone, though, maybe none of these strange things would have happened to worry him.

	Thekila snuggled in next to him. Vatar studied her face in the moonlight and smiled. They were here, now, and they had at least one night of privacy ahead of them. It’d be a shame to waste it. And there were definitely some kinds of magic he wasn’t going to be afraid of. He raised the pipes to his lips again and played a haunting love song of the Dardani. The first music he’d ever played for her. She smiled, too, at the memory. Thekila sang along with his pipes. The frogs made an odd, but not inappropriate counterpoint to the music. Vatar lowered the pipes again and sang the answering male part in his light baritone. They finished the refrain together and then left the rest of the music-making to the frogs.

	~

	Thekila woke early. Something about the eerie quiet of the plains made it hard to sleep. Maybe it was this quiet in the early hours at home in the Valley, too. But she’d always been tucked away in her house, unaware of it. Vatar, dark hair tousled, lay beside her, still sound asleep. She didn’t want to disturb him with her restlessness, so she got up and went outside.

	The night was already fading towards dawn. The frogs had long since ceased their love songs. Even the night insects had stopped their thrumming and the day insects had not started, yet. The air was still, not even enough breeze to move the tall grasses where the horses were hobbled. They had walked a little distance as they grazed, but now stood together with their heads down in sleep. The rumbling of her stomach was loud in the silence. Well, it was nearly morning. She might as well start the breakfast since she was awake anyway.

	Thekila had just started to stir the embers of the fire to life when a mighty roar and the terrified neighing of the horses made her turn. Her heart galloped. A huge, shaggy shape moved in the near-darkness. The monster, whatever it was, pulled one of the horses to the ground. Thekila screamed.

	~

	Vatar woke with a start at the roar and the neighing horses. He didn’t need Thekila’s scream to tell him there was trouble, but it still made his heartbeat race even faster. He grabbed his spear and ran out of the tent. He breathed again when he saw that Thekila was all right. Following her gaze, he saw what had—appropriately—frightened her. 

	The hair on his arms rose up. A bear attacking the horses was very bad news. Bears were extremely unpredictable. The best course was to get to some kind of safety because it could turn on them at any moment. Which meant . . . Thekila was in danger. That decided him. “Get back. Climb a tree if you can. Or wade out in the waterhole. It’s not too deep.”

	Vatar didn’t wait to see that she did as he instructed. He charged forward, yelling a wordless cry, and thrust with his spear at the bear. The monster roared as the spear bit into its side, just behind one foreleg. Vatar pulled his spear free and ran backwards. He had to get out of range before the bear could turn and swipe him with one of those huge paws. As he stepped away, he tripped over a rock and fell on his back. Fool, use your magic. Vatar didn’t have time to wonder at the strange thought. The bear was almost on him. How could he use his magic in this situation? Far Speech and Far Sight weren’t going to be much help. That only left . . . Transformations. A bear wouldn’t normally charge a full-grown plains lion.

	He only had moments. That strange calm that he’d sometimes felt in times of emergency filled him. He concentrated on the black-tipped white lion and felt himself pulled into the image. His spear clattered to the ground as he landed on all fours again. Vatar wasted no time. He lifted his massive head and roared at the bear.

	The beast lurched back, startled, but then it hesitated. Vatar realized his mistake too late. This was a very large bear and obviously hungry. It might consider attacking a single lion. There was no way Vatar could deal with that. He couldn’t even walk in this form, yet, let alone fight. It’d take a whole pride scare this bear off. 

	Well, why not? He knew how to do that. Vatar concentrated still harder to form the images of two lionesses and project them to either side. It was harder than he expected to keep the image of all three lions equally in his mind. His limbs trembled with the effort. When he felt he had them firm, he roared again, imagining the two lionesses roaring with him. Was it the strain, or were there more lionesses than there should be?

	That did it. The bear roared once, turned, and ran off, its ungainly gait made more awkward by the wound to its side. Vatar’s heart, already beating hard from the stress, sped up. The bear was running straight for the middle of the camp. And Thekila. Why hadn’t she gotten to safety?

	Thekila shrieked as the bear rushed towards her. And froze. 

	Vatar screamed and let all the Transformations go. On all fours, and dizzy from the exertion, he couldn’t even grab his spear and run after the bear. He had to do something. Fast. But what? 

	Instinctively, he reached with everything in him to protect Thekila. He heard a voice in his head. This time he was sure it was a voice, not his own thought. Stop! It’s too dangerous. You’re not ready. You’re doing too much. He didn’t have time to think about that right now. From somewhere, he found the Power to deflect the bear. He didn’t know how and he didn’t care. 

	The bear bounced back from Thekila as if it had struck a barrier. Vatar gasped at the pain. The air was driven from his lungs as if the bear had struck him full force. His head felt like someone was driving spikes through his eyes. The last clear thing he saw was the bear shambling off away from Thekila. Relief flooded him. And then he pitched forward into blackness.

	~

	Thekila couldn’t move or turn away after Vatar ran past her with his spear. Her legs wouldn’t move. When she saw him take lion form and then project the image of two lionesses, she summoned enough concentration to add two more lionesses behind Vatar’s. 

	She exhaled, smiling. Evidently, Vatar wasn’t as spooked about his Powers as she’d feared.

	But then the bear turned and came right for her.

	Thekila struggled to find that same level of calm concentration Vatar had just shown. Her avatar was an eagle. If she could just shape change as he had and push herself off the ground, she could fly out of harm’s way. It wasn’t so easy to master the primal fear, though. She summoned every bit of the discipline she’d learned in her years at the Academy and still it was too late. The bear was almost on top of her. Even if she managed to take her eagle form, she’d never get airborne in time. Then the bear bounced back as if it had hit a wall and ran off in a new direction. Unbelieving, she watched it go. And turned back to Vatar just in time to see him crumple to the ground. She ran to his side, calling his name, but she got no answer.

	Forcing herself to breathe slowly and deeply, Thekila probed gently, trying to reach Vatar’s mind. That should have been easy. It wasn’t. He’d come within a hair of burning himself out. He was still in there, but oh, so faint and far away. 

	What could she do, alone out here? Breathe. She wasn’t alone, or she needn’t be for long. She focused her thought on her friend. “Quetza!”

	“What? Thekila?” Quetza sounded half awake. Thekila had forgotten how early it still was. So much had happened it felt like it should be noon, at least.

	“Quetza, I need you. There was a bear. Vatar’s injured.”

	That woke Quetza. “What happened?”

	“I’m not sure. I think he came close to burning himself out. He’s unconscious. Come quickly.”

	“I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

	Talking to Quetza and knowing that her friend was on her way helped settle Thekila. She looked around her. The horses had run off out of sight beyond the trees. How far could they get with their hobbles? She didn’t know and she didn’t know what to do about it. That problem would have to wait until Quetza and perhaps Orleus arrived. Orleus would know what to do. Maybe she should contact Quetza and ask her to bring Orleus along. No. That wouldn’t be necessary. Quetza had probably already woken Orleus. She’d need him to get the horses. 

	What else could she do? Get Vatar into the tent so he didn’t lie here in the sun. Thekila, at only about half his weight, could never lift or even drag Vatar. Not in the ordinary way. Fortunately, she didn’t have to rely on muscle for this. She had a Power Vatar lacked. She could move objects with her magic and she was very good at it. Only, she couldn’t move living objects—not directly.

	She ran into the tent for one of their blankets and spread it out next to him. With difficulty, she managed to roll Vatar onto the blanket. She grabbed up his spear and tied the blanket to it across the top. It was crude, but it was enough for her to work with. Using her magic, not her hands, Thekila lifted the spear and dragged Vatar into the comparative shelter of the tent on the makeshift travois. Then she sat down beside him, and clutched his hand in hers.

	Thekila was drawn out of her vigil, sitting next to Vatar’s unconscious form, by the frantic neighing of the horses. She leapt to the tent flap just in time to see a white wyvern settling on the far side of the waterhole. She ran forward to greet Quetza even as her form melted back into that of a woman.

	“Sorry,” Quetza said, nodding in the direction of the horses. “But it was the quickest way to get here. I would have been quicker, if I hadn’t had to ride far enough out of Zeda not to be seen by the Dardani. Now what happened?”

	Thekila told her the story as completely as she could as they walked back to the small camp.

	“Three shape changes? And whatever turned the bear aside. It’s no wonder he almost burned himself out.”

	After checking on Vatar, Quetza led Thekila back outside. “I don’t think he’ll wake for a while. And there’s not much to be done until he does. You go sit by him if it will make you feel better. I’ll fix some breakfast, since none of us had a chance to eat.”

	“We just wait?” Thekila asked.

	“Until he wakes up. Then we’ll be able to determine how severe the damage is and what we need to do about it.”

	~

	Vatar groaned and opened his eyes. By the light coming through the tent flap it was early afternoon. How long had he been out? He tried to get an arm under him to lever himself up. There were things he needed to take care of. Make sure of. 

	Thekila put her hand on his shoulder to keep him from sitting up. “Stay down. You need to rest. And the headache won’t be as bad if you stay down.”

	He blinked up at her. At least she was safe. That was the biggest thing. “What happened?”

	She smiled crookedly. “That’s what we’ve been wondering.”

	“I meant, what happened with the bear.”

	Thekila turned toward the tent flap. “Quetza! He’s awake!” Then she turned back to him again. “The bear ran off. Orleus has recaptured the horses for us, but my mare is badly injured.” She winced. “Orleus doesn’t think she’ll recover. I’m more concerned about you.”

	“The bear’s wounded. I should—” 

	Orleus ducked into the tent, just behind Quetza. “Quetza and I will take care of the bear. Later. Its tracks are clear. Seeker will have no trouble following that trail.”

	Vatar’s brows pinched together. Seeker? Oh, yes. That’s what Orleus calls the bigger and heavier of his two dogs. The one he says is trained to follow scent trails.

	He breathed out. Orleus and Quetza must have been waiting just outside. Thekila hadn’t been alone, then, while he was unconscious and a potentially dangerous wounded bear was somewhere nearby. Good. 

	Quetza knelt beside Vatar, across from Thekila. “Okay, Vatar, I want you to very gently reach out and bespeak Thekila. Just say her name, nothing more.”

	Vatar did as she asked. Nothing happened. What was wrong? This should be easy. He tried harder.

	Quetza gripped his shoulder. “Don’t push too hard!” 

	Vatar drew a deep breath and tried again, focusing more carefully. 

	Thekila nodded. “Yes,” she said, both aloud and reassuringly in his mind.

	“Good! You didn’t burn yourself out,” Quetza said. “With a few days’ rest, you should be fine.”

	Vatar put his hand to his temple and winced. The feeling of spikes being driven into his eyes was back.

	Quetza patted his shoulder. “Yes, I expected the headache. And I don’t think your mother’s excellent salve will help.”

	“Burn out?” Orleus asked.

	Quetza turned to him. “It’s possible. If you push your Powers beyond your capacity, you can burn them out.”

	Orleus sat down at Vatar’s feet. “Permanently?”

	“Sometimes,” Quetza answered. “Sometimes they return slowly. Either way, it’s not something you want to do. But Vatar didn’t push quite that hard. He just needs to rest and not try anything else,” she said the last with emphasis looking directly at Vatar, “for a few days. At least as long as the headache lasts. To be safe, maybe a day or so after. 

	“Now for the next question. Just what did you do? Thekila said the bear bounced back from her almost as if it had run into a wall.”

	“I don’t know. I just reacted,” Vatar said.

	“Go backward a bit,” Quetza suggested. “Let’s see if we can piece it together.”

	“Well, I tried to use my avatar to drive the bear away. But it wasn’t enough. I added two first-level Transformations to make it look like a small pride of lions.” Vatar’s brows knitted. “I think Thekila added a couple more lionesses.”

	Thekila smiled and nodded.

	“Impressive,” Quetza said. “Many with more training would have had trouble doing all that, especially under pressure. Go on.”

	“But when the bear turned and ran, it was headed straight for Thekila. And she just froze there. I couldn’t let it get her.”

	“But you don’t have the ability to move objects with your mind. You never succeeded at distant manipulation,” Quetza said. “And, anyway, it doesn’t work on living things.”

	“I didn’t move it, exactly. It felt more like I put my hand out to block it.” Vatar stared at the sky through the open tent flap, trying to remember exactly what he’d done. 

	Quetza rubbed beneath her ear. “Hmm. That’s what Thekila described, too. Almost as if the bear bounced off of something before it could reach her.”

	“I’ve never heard of that Power before,” Thekila said.

	Quetza cocked her head to the side, eyes narrowed. “Vatar’s Powers come from a different source than ours. It must come from his Fasallon heritage. Orleus?”

	Orleus shrugged. “I’ve never heard of it before, either. But I’m not the best one to ask. Father would know more.”

	Quetza nodded. “Well, then, we’ll find out more when we get to Caere. In the meantime, I don’t think you should try that again, Vatar.”

	“Vatar is never going to do that again!” Thekila said vehemently. “It’s much too dangerous.”

	Quetza shook her head. “It’s not whatever he did at the end that almost burned him out, Thekila. It was the combination. A full shape change and two illusions would be more than most fully-trained Valson could do without injuring themselves. Plus whatever else he did.”

	Vatar drew in his breath. He still had no idea what he’d done, but he remembered something else. There’d been a voice, telling him not to do whatever it was he’d done. Hadn’t there? Or was that a result of this “burn out” they kept talking about?

	No. He clearly remembered hearing a voice inside his head at least once, maybe twice. It hadn’t been his own thoughts. He was sure of that. It wasn’t Far Speech, either. He hadn’t felt the tingle that preceded Far Speech—and he hadn’t been required to answer to complete the connection. His breath started coming fast, which made his headache worse. Now that he thought about it without the crisis to divert him, it scared him witless, because he could think of only one explanation. He couldn’t actually be possessed by an Evil Spirit. Could he? After everything he’d gone through to prove he wasn’t.

	Thekila’s hand tightened on his shoulder. “What’s wrong, Vatar?”

	His eyes slid away from hers. “I heard a . . . voice, in my mind, right before I did . . . whatever it was I did.”

	Thekila’s grip tightened further. “What did it say?”

	Vatar swallowed. “It warned me to stop. It said I wasn’t ready.”

	Quetza snorted a laugh. “Considering the consequences, there may have been something to that.”

	Vatar scowled. This was not a subject for humor.

	Quetza sighed. “All right, what did this voice sound like?” 

	Vatar started to shake his head, but stopped, wincing at the shooting pain that caused. “I don’t know. It wasn’t like Far Speech. It felt almost like my own thoughts. But it wasn’t. It can’t be.”

	“Why can’t it?” Quetza asked.

	“Because it said things I don’t know!” Vatar winced again. “Like it knew what I was about to do. I didn’t even know that. I still don’t know what I did.”

	Quetza put a hand on his shoulder. “All right. Calm down. Getting excited about it is only going to make the pain worse. I’m sure it was nothing.”

	Vatar wished he felt reassured. That voice had been unnatural. He hadn’t had time to think about it when it happened. Now that he did, it terrified him. The specter of exorcism of an Evil Spirit rose in his mind. He was supposed to have saved himself from that with the Ordeal, but now . . . . That, or he was losing his mind. In either case, the outlook was grim. He needed answers.

	“It may have said something else, too,” Vatar said.

	“What?”

	“When I rushed out to drive the bear off with my spear, I heard or thought—I’m not sure which—that that was foolish. That I should use my magic.”

	Orleus chuckled. “Well, that was only common sense. Charging a bear alone with nothing but a spear! I’m amazed you’re even here for us to worry over.” 

	“But—”

	Orleus interrupted. “Really, Vatar. It probably is nothing. I’ve had some pretty odd experiences in battle. It does something to your mind. Don’t attach too much importance to it.”

	Vatar tried to hold on to that thought. He’d been in crises before without hearing any voices, but he’d never actually tried to fight a bear all by himself before. Maybe there was something to what Orleus said. Orleus would have a lot more experience with that kind of thing than he did. It helped, but not quite enough. Deep down, he knew there was something really strange going on. The kernel of fear refused to dissolve that easily.

	 

	 

	 



Chapter 4: Betrayal

	 

	Arcas pushed his tired horse just a little faster as they neared Caere, glad he’d brought only half the herd—taking the horses and leaving the cattle for Vatar to bring to Caere later. Cestus was a good rider, but his time with the Dardani clearly hadn’t taught him much about herding. Which left nearly all of it up to Arcas. He should have taken one of the good Dardani herd dogs out with him to do a share of the work. He wished his cousin better luck with the cattle, but doubted he’d have it. More numerous unskilled helpers was probably not going to actually be an advantage. 

	Merciful Sea Gods! He was glad to finally be home. This was the longest he’d been away since he’d been married. As a merchant specializing in trade with and through the Dardani, travel was part of his business, but Arcas didn’t like leaving Elaria alone for so long, either. Behind him, Cestus clucked to encourage his horse, too. Arcas felt a stab of guilt. Cestus had been away from his family for far longer than he had—almost a year.

	Elaria was already in the courtyard when Arcas turned in at the gate of the farm he and Vatar owned jointly. Leaving the milling horses to the care of the farm dogs, Arcas leapt off his horse and ran to her.

	Elaria smiled as he gathered her into a hug. She pushed against his chest when he squeezed her closer. “Gently, Arcas.”

	Arcas dropped his hands, nonplussed. “Why? You’ve never objected before.”

	Elaria smiled crookedly. “I’ve never been pregnant before.”

	Arcas froze. His lips parted, but no words came out. Had he heard right? “What?”

	Elaria’s smile turned into a grin. “I’m pregnant. Boreala confirmed it just before you arrived. You’ll be a father this winter.”

	“Boreala?” Arcas swung from shock to concern. “What’s wrong? Why did you need a Master Healer?”

	Elaria’s smile turned tender. “I don’t. She was just here, so I asked. Boreala says everything is fine.”

	“Here?” Arcas had a vague impression that he wasn’t making much sense. 

	Elaria nodded. “She and High Councilor Veleus came up to meet Cestus. They’re just over there, under the apple tree.”

	Nothing was wrong. He was going to be a father. The thoughts finally penetrated. Arcas’s face split into a grin. He almost swung Elaria around, stopped himself, and pulled her close for a kiss, but not too hard. 

	~

	Cestus smiled as he watched Arcas’s happy reunion with his wife. His turn for a reunion soon, now. He didn’t begrudge the time he’d spent trying to help Vatar through his Ordeal, even if all he’d actually been able to do was help to safeguard Vatar’s children. He’d have wanted one of his brothers to do the same for him. But, Lords of Creation, he was ready to be home with Lancera and their children. Little Arus probably wouldn’t even remember him. 

	He dismounted more slowly than Arcas and stretched his stiff muscles. It was still a fair walk down to the Temple precinct and farther still to his snug little house where his wife and children waited. Probably the walk would stretch out the last of the kinks from three days of hard riding.

	He turned as figures moved in the shadows of the huge old apple tree that dominated the courtyard then blinked as he recognized them. “Father! And Boreala! I didn’t expect you to come all the way out here to meet me.”

	“You’ve been gone a long time, son,” Father said, sweeping him into a brief hug.

	“How did you even know I’d be back today?” Cestus asked as he received another welcoming hug from his half-sister.

	Father shrugged. “Vatar knew when you left and how many days it should take to get here.”

	Cestus edged back toward the gate, eager to be home, too. “Unless there’s anything that needs Boreala’s attention, I’d like to start home. We can talk on the way down the hill.”

	Father and Boreala looked at each other, not moving to follow Cestus. Boreala’s feet shuffled slightly.

	Cestus’s chest tightened until he felt he had to fight for breath. Something was wrong. His father and half-sister had come out to meet him, but not his wife or children. His mind raced over improbable accidents or illnesses. Had something happened to Lancera? Or the children? Surely they’d have gotten a message to him, through Vatar or Orleus if necessary. “What’s wrong?”

	Father gestured to the bench under the apple tree. “Sit down, Cestus.” 

	Cestus felt rooted to the spot. “What is it? Tell me.”

	“Sit down,” Boreala said gently, taking his arm to lead him to the bench. “And we will.”

	Cestus collapsed onto the bench, looking anxiously from one to the other. “Well? What is it? I can tell something’s wrong.”

	Boreala cast another glance at their father and drew a deep breath. “Lancera is pregnant.” 

	“That’s impossible! I’ve been with the Dardani for almost a year . . . Oh! Oh, no.” Lancera wouldn’t . . . she couldn’t have . . . For a moment, Cestus entertained the idea that Lancera had somehow been forced. But they would have said that. And she was safe within the Temple precincts. No one would harm her there. Not with her political connections—through Cestus. No, it wasn’t anything as straightforward as that. It was far worse.

	Boreala sat next to him and put her arm around his waist. “I’m sorry, Cestus.” 

	Cestus sagged against her as the realization hit him. “Who?” It almost had to be one of his friends. He and Lancera knew the same people, after all. Friend! Ha! A double betrayal.

	“I don’t know, son.” Father sat on Cestus’s other side to offer what support he could in this situation. “Lancera has refused to speak to me about it.” 

	Cestus shook his head and squeezed his eyes shut. “It doesn’t matter. She still . . . How could she?” 

	They had no answer for that. How could they have? Only Lancera could answer that question, but she was the last person he wanted to ask right now.

	Cestus jumped to his feet and paced across the courtyard. “How could she?” It came out almost as a howl.  “I would never . . .” He paced several times across the courtyard. He couldn’t . . .  he had no idea what to say or do next. He felt an urge to jump back on his horse and ride back to the Dardani, where no one knew about this and no one expected him to . . . find a way to deal with it. Some things were much simpler among the Dardani. 

	He couldn’t stand them all looking at him, waiting for him to do or say something. He had no idea what to do now, except scream his rage and hurt. Or else get drunk enough to weep, but that had never been his style. And it wouldn’t change anything when he sobered up. He blinked against a sudden blurriness in his vision. Maybe he wouldn’t have to get drunk in order to cry. He couldn’t stand them waiting and watching. He paused his pacing with his back turned. “I . . . I want to be alone for a while. Please.”

	“Of course
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