CITY OF SORCERERS

by MARY H. HERBERT

PROLOGUE

The bright morning sun streamed in golden bars through the branches of the old gray cottonwoods
thet grew scattered around the abandoned clearing.

The light dappled the long, untrampled grass and sparkled on the ISn River, which flowed nearby.
Its heat warmed the early breeze.

Lady Gabria fdt the sun's warmth on her shoulders as she waded out of the shdlow water and
climbed the bank. She drew a deep bresth full of the scents of sun-warmed grass, wildflowers, and the
cool amdl of the river. She wiped some mud from her bare fet, then dropped the hem of her long
glit-skirts and walked dowly into the large open space between the trees.

Gabria wasn't sure why she had come here today. It had been years since she'd fdt the painful stir of
memories that used to bring her to this place. She glanced back downriver to where she could see the
large dan camps clustered around the riverbanks. Once again the deven clans of Vdorian had traveled
across the wide-flung rem of the Ramtharin Plains to come together a the sacred Tir Samod for their
annud summer gathering. Once again, out of deference and alittle fear, not one dlan had pitched its tents
inthis shady, pleasant clearing by the river.

Gabrias shoulders shifted in a dight shrug. Not thet it redly mattered. No one had forgotten her
family---she had seen to that---and if the clanspeople wished to avoid this place where the Corin used to
camp so many years ago, that was a choice she could understand. After dl, the massacre of her family
and dan had been totaly unprecedented in remembered dan higtory. It was a tragedy tha dill
reverberated through the collective consciousness of the people of Vdorian.

Gabria waked deeper into the clearing. It fdt so strange to be here again. The area had changed
over the years, yet she could Hill see in her mind how this dearing had looked twenty-five years ago
when her father and brothers were dill dive.

She gazed from place to place, looking past the weeds and trees to the shadows in her memoary: of
faces, objects, and laughter long remembered and il loved.

Something caught her glance near a huge, old tree---a Sngle grave mound adorned with a spear and
hdmet. A fant amile lifted her mouth, for she could see now she was hot the only person who had come
here recently.

The spear was new; the hdmet gleamed from careful polishing. The grass and weeds had been
pulled away from the mound where fresh dirt had been piled to renew its sunken height. Gabria didn't



need to guess who had performed that Smple task of respect. Pazric, the man who had long ago
moldered into the earth beneeth the spear, had once been her husband's close friend.

Gabria stared a the grave, uwilling to tear her eyes away.

The mound reminded her of another much larger grave far to the north in Corin Treld. The amdl of
turned earth, the oft rattle of the hemet as it swung gently in the mormning breeze, the gleam of sunlight on
the polished heft of the spear---they were dl the same.

She stood in place, unmoving. The breeze teased awip of pde gold har that had come loose from
the plat coiled on the back of her neck. Despite the sun she shivered---from an old fear, a new
gpprehension, or perhaps from the touch of bitter memories, she didn't know. Her skin quivered at the
drange chill that seeped into her, and her heart began to bang panfully in her chest.

The sunlight seemed to wither to a pae ydlowing light that threw the world around her out of focus.
Gabriatried to force her eyesight back to norma, but the visud images faded out of her reach and sank
into a dim, opaque fog that surrounded her like a shroud. In just a moment the sunlit mormning had
vanished, obscured in migt and silence.

Gabrids breathing quickened. She stared in surprise at the place where the burid mound had been,
even though she could not see anything through the vel of gloomy fog.

Fog. There had been fog a Corin Treld the afternoon that. . . The thought intruded into her mind
with a sunning comprehension. Gods, no, she whispered slently. Not again.

Fog is coming in, she heard afamiliar voice say. It was Gabran, her twin brother. She tried to turn,
to see imin the mig, only to hear more voices faintly cdl nearby.

The herds arein.
Everyone is here, Gabran cdled again. Wait! What is that noise?

Unknowingly, Gabrias fingers clenched, and her nails dug into her pams. Her face was bloodless.
From the other side of the river, dong the flatlands to the south, a horn blew a loud, clear blast, and the
sudden sound of hoofbeats came faintly on the breeze. Gabria's body shook with a vidlent tremor.

Taleon, get Father! she heard Gabran cdl to another brother. | must find Gabria. There are
horses coming. It sounds like a large troop.

The noise of hoofbeats grew louder, pounding in her ears like thunder.

Oh, my gods, they're attacking us Gabran shouted somewhere in the grayish mig. Shrieks and
cries and screams of pain echoed around Gabria. Franticaly she reached out to her family. She knew ina
part of her mind that this event had happened twenty-four years ago and that the Corin dan was dead
and buried in their mound. She accepted, too, that this was only a vison, smilar to one she had had
before. But nothing could dleviate the fedings of grief and helplessness that raged through her, as fresh
and panful as ever.

They are burning the tents. We must get to Father. Where is Gabria?
“I'm herel" the clanswoman cried to the unseen voices.

"Gabran, I'm here"



Gabria? Where are you? I've got to warn you! Her brother's voice grew louder asif he had heard
her and was searching through the heavy fog to reach her.

"I'm here, my brother," she answered desperately.

All a once his voice changed to grief and anger. No! Father is down. We must stand and fight.
The women and children could run, but it is too late. We are surrounded by horsemen. Fire
everywhere. We cannot see in this smoke and fog. Oh, gods, Gabran groaned over the furious
sounds of killing. | know that man with the scar. These men are exiless Medb sent them. He swore
to kill us, and he has. The cowards, they're bringing lances. Oh, Gabria, be safe.

"No! Gabran, come back!" Gabria screamed. Her brother's voice rose to a cry of agony and died
into slence. The other noises vanished, too, leaving Gabria done again in the fog. She stood rooted in
place, too stunned by the vison to move.

"Gébrid?' avoice said beside her.

She darted so0 vidently she would have fdlen if a par of hands had not caught her and gently
steadied her. Thefog in her mind swept away as quickly as it had come. The sunlight and Gabrias sght
returned with blinding dlarity. The sounds of the river, the wind in the trees, and the distant clan gathering
filled the aching void of slence.

"What's wrong? Are you dl right?" the voice said again.

A long moan escaped her as she leaned into the familiar, comforting shoulder of her old friend,
Sayyed Raid-Ja. She fdt the chill dowly leave her body. "I'm wel enough,” she said sadly into the woven
linen of his blue tunic. Lifting her head, she came eye to eye with him.

Sayyed, the son of a clanswoman and a Turic tribesman, had been disowned by his father when he
revealed histaent to widd magic. He had come, young and eager, to find Gabria and learn her sorcery,
and he had stayed with the clans to be her friend.

Thankful for his solid presence, Gabriatried to amile.

Theworry eased only alittle from his face, and his hands remained firmly on her ams. He was short
for aTuric, so his black eyes were leve with her green ones. For a moment he studied her keenly. "What
happened?’ he demanded. "You looked like you were about to faint. Your face is as white as a winter
moon." Gabria hesitated before she answered. "l saw something---or rather heard something---out of the
pad,” she sad dowly.

Sayyed's swarthy face, darkly tanned from years of sun and wind, creased into a frown. He knew
her wel enough to recognize the tightly controlled tenson in her expresson and the reasons that
sometimes brought her to this dearing. "The massacre?" he asked.

She nodded, her gaze leaving his to wander to a place only she could see. When she did not reply,
Sayyed gently prompted, "I remember you told me about the firgt time you had the vison." Gabria barely
moved her head. "Thistime though, | didn't see anything. | just heard it." Suddenly a horn blared again in
the distance, and the fant staccato of hoofbeats echoed in the air. Gabria visbly winced.

Tearsfilled her eyes a the ghostly memories.
"They're racing on the flats this morning," Sayyed said softly.
The danswoman let go of Sayyed's ams and rubbed at the ache beginning to throb in her temples.



Forcefully she brought hersdf back to redlity. She was the daughter of a chieftain, the wife of a chieftain,
and a sorceress---she was not a weak-kneed girl to be brought to weeping by the memories of an old

tragedy.

Tuming her back on the clearing, Gabria made her way down aong the riverbank. Sayyed kept
pace beside her, stisfied that the worst seemed to be over. Color was returning to her face, and her
dride was steadly.

"Why did you come here today?' he asked while they walked dong the bank. "What brought on
that vison?' "'l don't know," Gabria replied loudly over the rush of the shdlow rapids. "I was looking for
Kedene. She was supposed to go with me to vigt the Reidhar camp. There is a little boy they think has
the talent for magic, but he is too frightened to try his power. Kelene is so good with children; she dways
winsthem over." Sayyed's amile was knowing and rueful. "But you couldnt find her,” he said.

"No. She's off somewhere with her horse, 1 guess™ The man cocked an eye toward the distant
racing flats where he could see the crowds that had gethered for the day's racing. He had a very good
idea where Gabrias daughter Kelene had gone. But that dill didn't answer his question of why Gabria
had gone to the dearing, and she seemed to bein no hurry to explain.

Together they dimbed down the bank and waded across the I9n, Gabria Slent and pensive, Sayyed
respecting her reticence.

Once on the west bank, they walked downstream toward the second river, the Goldrine, which
joined the Inin a series of easy rapids. The focd point of the dan gatherings, the sacred idand of the Tir
Samod and its crowning temple of standing stones, lay in the middle of the rivers confluence. On an
arrow-shaped point of land directly across from the idand was the council grove where the huge
chieftains tent was being raised for the upcoming meetings of the council.

Gabria paused in the shade of an old cottonwood to watch as the men around the tent began to
heng the dan banners. gold, brown, indigo, green, black, ydlow, gray, purple, orange, light blue, and
maroon. One by one they were hung to catch the breeze until only the scarlet banner of Clan Corin was
missing. One tent pole was adways left empty in honor of the daughtered clan.

The sorceress stared sadly at the empty space among the banners. "He was trying to warn me" she
murmured asif to hersdlf.

Sayyed was dartled. "Wha?'

"I think Gabran was trying to tdl me something. | only heard the sounds of the massacre this time. |
couldnt see anything in the fog. But | heard him say, 'I've got to warn you!" He'd never said thet before.”

"Warn you about what? The massacre? Lord Medb?!

"No, not those. He didn't say anything like that inmy first vison when | was trying to confront Lord
Medb." Gabria hugged her ams close to her Sdes and tried to ignore the headache that was now
pounding like a drum. "Wheat did he mean? Why now?" she wondered aoud.

"If you were anyone dse I'd think you were suffering from the heat or too much wine. But your
visons dways seem to have sgnificance” Sayyed replied.

Gabria amiled dightly. "If only | knew whet it was."

"Maybe it's a premonition taking the form of some disaster familiar to you," he suggested.



The clansivoman's face |ooked bleak. ™Y ou could be right.”

A familiar shout cut across the grove, and the two people turned to see Lord Athlone come around
the back of the coundil tent and stride toward them, a young boy a hisside.

Gabrids pulse quickened as it dways did a the Sght of her husband. After twenty-three years of
marriage, she dill adored him. She waiched while he approached, his hand on the shoulder of ther

youngest son.

At forty-six, alife span that brought many dansmeninto old age, Lord Athlone was ill in the prime
of his power. Tdl, muscular, and solid, he wore his unspoken authority as eeslly as the sword at his sde.
He was chieftain of Clan Khulinin, the largest and most powerful dan on the plains, and he hdd the
unique position of being the only chieftain who could widd magic. Twenty-four years ago, when dan law
drictly forbade the practice of sorcery and dan society was taught to abhor it, that talent would have
condemned him to degath or exile. But many things had changed since Lord Medb and Gabria resurrected
the old arcs of magic. Now Lord Athlone tread a careful path between the growing acceptance of
sorcery in the dans and the suspicion and preudice againg it that remained.

Chearfully the lord chieftain greeted his friend and brushed a kiss on Gabrias cheek. She amiled at
the tickle of his mustache and at the humor in his dark eyes.

"Hi, Mamma. Hi, Sayyed," her son, Coren, piped up. "I've been hdping the men set up the tent!"

Athlone said, "l didn't expect to see you this morning. Have you been to the Reidhar camp dready?"
Gabria shook her head. "Not yet. | can't find Kelene." She kept her expresson bland and decided to tdl
him about her vison in a quieter moment.

Athlone made an irritated noise. "Puppies have more sense of respongbility than that girl. Is she ever
going to grow up?"

No one bothered to answer, Snce the question was one they had dl asked a some time in the past
few years. Of the four children Gabria had borne, thair oldest daughter, Kelene, had dways been the
most chdlenging. Unlike her oldest brother, Savaron, and her younger sster, Lymira, Kelene a eghteen
rebelled againg virtudly everything her parents suggested. She was independent, willful, and stubborn.
Athlone had serioudy considered forcing her to marry or even sending her to another clan for a few
years. But Gabria had bid hm wait. She could see quite a few of Athlones traits, without the
grengthening of maturity and wisdom, in Kelene.

Lord Athlone grimaced at the lack of an answer to his question and added, "l guess she's out with
that geding of hers."

"That's not a difficult guess,” Sayyed said. "She probably wants to check the .compstition for the
Induran tomorrow."

"l forgot about that," Athlone admitted.

A hearty laugh burst from Sayyed, and he waved a hand toward the flats "How could you have
forgotten that? Your daughter has talked of nothing for the past year but her gdding and its chances to
win that race. My son is probably over there too, goading her into another rage.”

Athlongs mouth twisted in annoyance. "We should have known better than to expect Kelene's
cooperation when the race ison.” He stopped, his gaze logt in the distance. Some of the irritation eased
from his face. "Since the accident,” Athlone went on findly, "she hasn't even considered her tdent.”



"I thought she would turn againgt horses, not magic. It was not the fault of magic that that brute of a
ddlion rolled on her," Sayyed said.

"She had no business baing on him," answered the chieftain, a father's frudtration plain in his voice.
"She was lucky that only her foot was crushed.”

Gabrialad her hand on her husband's arm. "Give her time.

Shewill learnin her own way." "Perhaps” Athlone said. "But in the meantime we could certainly use
her hep!"

"Il help, Papal" Coren piped up with dl the enthusasm of a ten-year-old trying to outshine an older
gger.

"You know, | think you could,” Gabria replied, bending down to his levd. "I want to vist a boy
about your age. His name is Bennon. Would you like to come and talk to him?'

"Can he widd magic, too?"
"l think s0."
"Good! I've got lots of spdls| can show him!" Coren announced proudly.

Sayyed grinned, his teeth shining white againg the black of his neetly trimmed beard. "Take Nara
She dways impresses the children."” Coren matched his grin. "Could we, Mamma?'

As an answer, Gabria blew a sharp, piercing whidle that cut over the noises of the busy coundil
grove. The men by the chieftains tent looked up at the sound and turned their heads again when the cdll
was answered by a digant neigh. From the far fidds, where the clans horses grazed, a black form
cantered over the grassy vdley floor---Nara, Gabria's Hunnuli mare.

Unlike the clan-bred Harachan horses, which were the pride and liveihood of the semi-nomeadic
cans, the Hunnuli were a breed of legend. Descended from a sngle ddlion blessed by the cdans
goddess, Amara, the Hunnuli had greater intdligence, strength, sze, and longevity than any other horse.
Origndly bred to be the mounts of cdan magic-wielders, they were endowed with the &bility to
communicate telepathicaly with the clangpeople who had the inherent talent to use magic. After the fdl of
Moy Tura, cdty of the sorcerers, and the daughter of the magic-widders that followed, the Hunnuli
dipped into obscurity and amogt died out. Then, two hundred years later, Gabria found a Hunnuli mare,
Nara, trapped in a mudhole. She saved the horse's life, thus forging a friendship that had remained
invioleble

With that friendship came a renewed understanding of the Hunnuli horse and its purpose within the
dans. It was partly because of the people's awve and respect for the Hunnuli that they learned to accept
Gabrids power to use magic. Since that time, the numbers of magic-widders and Hunnuli in the clans had
dowly increased to about thirty each, and the admiration for the fabulous horses had continued unabated.

Even now, eyes were turning to watch Nara as she gdloped past the Khulinin camp and swept into
the shady coundil grove. Like every Hunnuli, the mare was ebony black with a white mark, in the shape
of ajagged lightning bolt, on her right shoulder. Her thick mane and tall flew like black smoke as her
long, powerful legs carried her eadlly over the ground. She stopped neetly in front of Gabria and nickered
agredting.

Gabria mounted and settled hgppily on the mare's warm back. She dways fdt safe and comforted in
her old friend's presence. The prospect of a gdlop to the Reidhar camp drove the confusing shadows of



her vison to the back of her mind. She would probably learn soon enough what had caused that strange
episode, but in the meantime she could do something she enjoyed---share her love of magic with
children,

"Come on." She amiled to her son and hdd out her hand.

Coren whooped in ddight and bounced up onto Nara's back in front of his mother. With a wave to
the two men, Gabria and Coren rode off to vigt the Reidhar clan.

CHAPTER ONE

For the third time in as many minutes, Kelene gritted her teeth and tightened her knees as her gdding
vented his fedings in a bad-tempered hop and a buck. Head lowered, back arched, the horse barged
around the gtarting line while the other riders cursed and kept out of his way. The gdding was feding
murderous---Kelene could senseit in every Hiff jolt of his body.

Of course, that was nothing new for Ishtak. The gdding was a stone-gray Harachan, as hard, blesk,
and difficult as arock diff. A more bad-tempered animd Kelene had never seen. She knew he tolerated
her only when hefdt like it, and she dso knew he would dump her at the first opportunity. Yet she had
chosen him, learned his moody ways, and put up with his ugly temper for one reason: the horse could
race. When he channded his anger into competition, he was as surefooted as a goat and as flegt as the
wind. Few Harachan horses could beat him.

The trick was to stay with him long enough to get m started. For Kelene that was sometimes
tricky. Unlike the other riders, she had no saddle or girrups, only a saddle pad strapped to Ishtek's
back. She had learned the hard way that her crippled foot and ankle were too weak to bear her waght in
adirrup or remainin a bent position. The pain had findly forced her to ride bareback and to develop the
balance, strength, and firm seat needed to hdp her control a recacitrant horse.

She had learned too, that the usud women's skirts were a hazard on a cross-country race. Today
ghe wore the specid split-legged skirt her mother had made for her, a gold tunic, and soft boots. Her
thick, dark hair was braided and coiled on the back of her head.

Thegirl cursed as the gdding crow-hopped out of line again, jarring her teeth. There was no way to
cgole this foul tempered beast with soothing words, encouraging pats, or treats. Nothing pleased him
except getting the best of his rider or winning a race---whichever came fird. Kelene pulled his head up
and forced him back into the milling line of riders waiting for the Sart of the race. Just another moment or
two and they would be away.

Twenty-five other horses waited with Ishtak, some of them prancing with excitement, some of them
quiet and unimpressed by the crowds, the noise, and the mounting anticipation. There were no Hunndli in
line Snce the race was no contest to the big blacks, but some of the finet Harachan horses on the plains
were there to represent the different clans. Dudt hillowed up under their samping hooves, and the dan
colors on the riders tunics gleamed in the morning sun.



It was a perfect day for the Induran race: clear, warm, and dry---a typica summer morning. The sky
arched over theriver valey in aflawless dome of blue; alight breeze stirred the grass. The bazaar and the
camps were quiet that morning and the council grove was empty. Everyone had gone to the flats to see
the start of the most important race of the gathering.

The Induran was a cross-country endurance race that tested the stamina, skill, and courage of
horses and riders dike. There were very few rules, and the race was open to anyone with the desire and
the horse to ride. The fact that women rardly rode in the rough-and-tumble race was only an added
chdlenge to Kelene. The year before she had entered and ridden wdl only to lose her favorite mare
when the animd stepped in a hole and shattered its leg a league before the finish line. This year Kelene
hed 1shtak and was more determined than ever to win.

The girl glanced toward the starter on her right, but he had made no move to raise his horn. He was
dill waiting for last minute entries. Someone severd horses away caught her eye a dim, young man on a
chestnut horse. He grinned mockingly at her and waved. Rafnir, Sayyed and Tam's only son, was as fine
arider asthe dans had ever produced and one of the few serious contenders who could beat Kelene in
thisrace.

Ramir was laughing a Ishtak's tantrums, but Kelene refused to give him the satisfaction of a
response. Instead, she concentrated on the open stretch of land in front of them.

From the corner of her eye she saw the starter raise his horn. The twenty-sx horses were abreast of
one another and the riders were ready. The crowd roared with excitement.

Autométicdly Kelene wrapped her hands deep into Ishtak's mane and leaned forward over his
neck. Ishtak had been known to bolt out from under her at the start of a race, and she did not want to
end up ignominioudy in the dust before the Induran redly began.

The horn cal came loud and sweet, and the horses sprang forward amost as one. Except for Ishtak.
For once the gding did not legp forward but threw up his head and dug in his heds. Kelene kicked him,
which only made him buck and crab-step sdeways. When he findly deigned to go forward, he was
mulish, reluctant, and traling by twelve lengths.

"Youll never get me off, you dung-headed sack of dog meeat!" Kelene screamed at him.

He gave two more bronco kicks for good measure and swerved toward the spectators who were
watching the show with mixed astonishment and amusement.

Kelené's fedings rose to aful fury. She wrenched on the rein to pull his head around and shouted a
him. "Run, you stupid mulel Go, or I'll feed you to the buzzardd™

The gdding fought her hard. Then his head came around, and he saw the tails of his competition
disgppearing in the dust far ahead. He snorted angrily, dl a once deciding to race. His stride smoothed
out to aflowing run, his rage disappeared, and the fighting spirit that Kelene admired came surging back.
He sped into afull gdlop, his temper forgotten.

With a grin, Kelene settled down and let him have his head. There was along way to go in this race,
and much could happen. She was not bothered by the fact that they were dead last.

For two leagues the horses cantered south, pardlding the Goldrine River dong the flat grassy valey
floor, running a an easy pace S0 as not to tire too soon. They stayed in atight bunch for a while, then
gradudly spread out as the faster horses began to pull ahead. It was not long before Ishtak caught up
with those at the rear. Stride by stride, the gelding pulled even with severa runners and passed them.



Kelene kept her weaght firmly planted on the saddle pad, her hands light on the reins, her legs just
tight enough againg her horse's sides to keep her balance. Ishtak didn't like fussy riders who interfered
with his running with alot of useless gesturing and urging. Like one creature, the gifl and horse united in a
common god as they moved over the grass-covered flas to win.

So far, the course had been open and fairly leved, but as the racers neared the end of the two-league
mark, the route turned east across the river and proceeded up into the more rugged hills that lined the
valey.

Kelene squinted her eyes againg the wind and flying dust to peer ahead. Already the front-runners
were tuning east toward the tree-lined bank of the Goldrine where she could see the sun glinting off the
dow, broad river. A tenseness gripped her body as she turned Ishtak dowly left. She glanced back and
saw severd others cantering close behind. Usng the gentlest pressure of her heds, she urged Ishtak
forward until he was running in a clear space between severd groups of racers.

They passed some scattered trees, jumped a fdlen tree trunk, and raced for the river's edge. Then,
before Kelene could draw another breath, the front-runners dowed and' dropped from sght. Those
behind the leaders pulled up just long enough to put some space between the horses, then they, too, rode
tharr mounts over the edge.

When Ishtak reached the bank, he did not hesitate. Placing his hind feet perfectly, he lunged over the
drop-off without a pause. Kelene caught a glimpse of a steep bank dropping ten fest down to the river,
then she was holding on with dl her strength and kill as the gelding fought to keep his balance and stride
on the dope. He leaned so far back histal scraped the muddy ground. Down he scrambled in a dide of
dirt, gravel, and weeds.

One horse in front of Ishtak leaned too far forward, logt its baance, and careened into the path of
two others. They fdl into the river in a hegp of flaling legs and ydling riders. Fortunately none of them
were hurt, but the riders were unhorsed and automaticaly disqudified from the race.

Inajaring thud, Ishtak reached the narrow strip of mud bank at the bottom. He had to swerve to
avoid another druggling, fdlen horse, but he kept to his feet on the dippery mud and plowed into the
river. Great fountains of slver spray splashed up from his feet.

Theriver wasfarly shdlow a either side, and it was only in the center, where the channd was deep,
thet 1shtak had to svim. By the time he and Kelene reached the far bank, they were both soaking wet
and had passed three more horses. There were now only ten riders in front of them, induding Rafnir.
Four of the origind twenty-six were out of the competition.

The race continued due east across the vdley toward the rugged hills. The leaders picked up thar
pace on the levd ground, hoping to put some distance between themsdves and the rest of the pack
before they reached the harder part of the trail. Ishtak answered ther chdlenge in a burst of speed that
carried him past 9x more horses and brought him up near the leaders and Rafnir's chestnut.

Rafnir glanced over his shoulder, saw Keene, and grinned. "What took you so long?' he yelled over
the sound of the pounding hooves.

"| stopped for awak," she retorted, feding as if she had. The dust dicking to her wet clothes had
turned to mud, and her face was streaked with river muck flung up by Ishtak’s hooves.

Moments later the forerunners reached the fant tral leading up into the eroded, blesk hills that
formed this section of the valey wadls. The path abruptly narrowed and doped upward, forcing the riders
to go in ones and twos.



Kelene found hersdlf directly behind Rafnir and one other rider. She tried to push Ishtak past them,
but heavy rocks and brush lined the path on ether side. As one group, Rafnir, a Dangari, Kelene, and a
Wyifling cantered deeper into the hills Gradudly they pulled ahead and before long were out of Sght of
the rest of theriders.

Thetrail wound up steep, rocky dopes, down into deep gullies, and around outcroppings and rock
wadlsthat towered over their heads, until findly it dropped down into a high-walled, narrow canyon that
twigted through the hills like a snake's path. The sun, directly overhead by that time, poured its heat onto
the red and gray rocks of the hills turning the canyon into an oven. Kelene's clothes were baked dry, and
the dampness in Ishtak's gray coat turned to dark sweeat on his neck, chest, and flanks The four riders
were forced to dacken their speed over the rocky floor of the ravine.

Suddenly the two leaders pulled their mounts to a stop.

They had reached a place where severd dry creek beds converged, forming a confusing three-way
junction of rock wadls and narrow passages. To the riders dismay, this section of tral had been
obliterated by a recent flash flood.

"Which way?' Rafnir shouted a the man beside him.

The rider, a young Dangari in a blue tunic, looked at dl three in confuson. "That way!" he cried,
pointing to the left.

"No," Kelene said as Ishtak snorted and fumed at the delay. "I think it's that way." She pointed to
the right.

Rafnir shook his head. "That can't be, there's arockfal in the way."
"Yes, but it's fresh, and I'm dmogt certain the path goes to theright,” Kelene ingsted.

Since she was the only one of the four who had raced the path before, Rafnir was indiined to follow
her suggestion. But before anyone could decide, the fourth rider, a burly Wyifling on a red roan, kicked
his horse past the group and turned down the left passage. Rafnir and the Dangari charged after him.
Kelene hesitated long enough to look to the right, then Ishtak snatched the bit in his teeth and lunged after
the other three horses. The girl did not fight him. Perhaps this was the correct way. Yet it did not fed
right; the deeper they rode into the canyon, the more convinced she became that they had taken the
wrong path. The wals towered over ther heads, and the passage grew so narrow Keene could touch
both sdes with her outstretched fingers.

She was looking for a place to turn Ishtak around when she saw the riders in front of her increase
their speed. The walls opened out into a wider space that was hrilliant with sunshine and carpeted with
grass, vines, and amdl shrubs. Strangely there was an oval-shaped mound Stting crossways in their path
on the otherwise levd canyon floor. Its grassy sdes rose more than ten feet inthe ar and were twice that

inlength.

No one paid much attention to the mound as they rode around it, they were too intent on the path
ahead. The WhIfling in the lead urged his horse into a canter again toward the far end of the canyon, and
the other men followed suit. It was only a minute or two before they redized their mistake. The canyon
was a dead end.

The blank stone wal rigng in the distance bardly registered on Kelene when she heard the Wylfling's
shout of anger. She yanked Ishtak around and sent him gdloping back the way they had come. Since
Ishtak had been in the rear of the group before, now he was in the lead. Kelene wanted to take full



advantage of it to hep make up for the time they had lost coming down this box canyon.

Kelene was s0 intent on reaching the narrow defile firdt, she did not see the WhIfling turn his horse
and spur it up the dope of the strange mound in an effort to cut her off. She was aware only of the tral
ahead and Rafnir's chestnut pounding close behind. She didn't know thet just as the Wylflings horse
crested the mound, the animd suddenly pitched forward and crashed to the ground with bone-smashing
force.

* * % % %

From a vantage point on a low hill near the finish line, Gabria snapped upright from her husband's
dde, her face aspdeasice.

Startled, Lord Athlone leaned forward, steedying her in his ams. "What is it?' he asked, deeply
concerned.

She took a ragged breath, too sunned for a moment to speak. They were gtting on a rug in the
grass, sharing a midday med with Sayyed and Tam while they waited for the race to end. Gabria was 4ill
alittle unsettled by her vison of the day before, but she had never fet anything like the powerful jolt of
dread that had just shocked through her. "I don't know," she replied shakily. "It was as if something cold
and repulsve touched my mind. It was horrible!™

Sayyed looked at her questioningly, and she shook her head. "No, it was not like yesterday," she
told him,

"What happened yesterday?' Athlone demanded.
"I had another vison of the Corin massacre.”
Athlone was shocked. "Why didn't you tdl me?"

Gabria pulled away s0 she could turn and face him. "I wanted to think about it first. The vison was
different thistime. | fdt asif Gabran were trying to warn me about something, but | don't know what or

Sayyed asked, "Do you think it had any connection to this strange feding you just had?!
"l wish | knew!"
"Are the children dl right?' Tam asked quietly.

Gabria looked startled at the question. "Yes, | think so. This wasn't a sense of disadter; it was
something ese. Something amost wicked.”

"Wicked?' Sayyed and Athlone said together.

She nodded. "I know that's no help. | can't explainit any better.

"But | didn't fed anything," Athlone said.

"You don't have visons ether,” Sayyed pointed out. "That seems to be Gabrias specid dbility.”



The sorceress amiled dryly. "I never thought of that. So what does it mean?'
Sayyed rolled his eyes heavenward. ™Y our gods only know."
"That'swhat I'm afraid of," Gabria murmured.

* k *k k%

Unaware of the disaster behind her, Kelene dowed Ishtak to a trot and sent him dattering between
the high stone wadls of the narrow canyon trail. Rafnir missed the Wylfling's accident, too. He trotted his
chestnut into the defile right behind the girl and her gray.

Only the young Dangari saw the horse thrashing in agony and the Wyfling rider lying unconscious on
the grassy dope. Regretfully he reined his horse to a stop and dismounted to see what he could do to
hep.

Keene meanwhile rode on, her eyes on the trall ahead and her ears ligening to the ringing of hooves
echoing between the rocky walls. When Ishtak reached the three-way fork in the canyon, the girl did not
hestate or bother to check for tracks but sent her horse dambering over the lowest section of the
rockfdl in the right fork. To her rdidf, Ishtak scrambled over the tumbled rocks without much difficulty.
There on the other Sde, Kelene saw the hoofprints of at least Sx or seven horses. They were on the right
trail.

Hard on her hedls came Rafnir, joined by three other racers. Kelene risked one quick glance back
and saw Rafnir and the horsemen coming up behind her. 1t never occurred to her that the Dangari and the
Wyifling were no longer there. She leaned low over Ishtak's tossng mane and urged the gray down the
dry creek bed.

The canyon continued for a short distance, then the trail led up again, out of the rocks and onto the
dopes of the hills Kelene fdt Ishtak gather himsdf with a surge of his powerful muscles.

She moved forward on his shoulders and ran a hand down his wet coat. The gdding was drenched
with sweat, but he did not seem to be tiring. He gdloped forward furioudy, passng two horses who were
going a a dower pace, thair riders saving their animas strength for the last few leagues.

Kelene tried to ease Ishtak back a little. But the gdlding only pulled at his bit and ran as he desired
down the steep indine toward the smoother floor of the valey.

As s00n as he left the last dope and reached the levd ground, Ishtak extended his body and flew
over the grass with long, even strides. Four horses were dill in front of him, and Kelene could hear the
drumming of many hooves behind. She amiled into the wind, her heart Snging with the exhilaration of the
race.

Asthe horses streaked toward the 19n River, Ishtak cut the lead of the front-runners. Nodtrils flaring
in exertion, he passed three horses until only one ran before him toward the finish. But Kelene knew
Reafnir was very close. From the corner of her eye, she could see hisred chestnut just to her left.

The racers reached the 19n River and made a broad turn to the south. Kelene, Rafnir, and another
rider---an orange-clad Bahedin---were dmost neck and neck as they swept dong the bank toward the
Tir Samod. On ether Sde canamen gdloped, shouting and ydling encouragement, while the people lining



the riverbank cheered on thar favorites.

Like a hitched team, the three leading horses raced past the tents of Clan Murjik, past the nearly
empty bazaar, and turned right toward the ford in the river. On the far bank crowds of clanspeople lined
the raceway dl the way to the finish.

"Come on, boy!" Keene urged her gdding through clenched teeth. "Come on!" The gray geding
responded with a surge of speed that began to carry him past the two horses on ether side.

Thundering, the three horses charged down the bank into the shdlow river ford. Water exploded
benegth their hooves, drenching them. Cheering erupted dl around as the horses burst out on the western
bank and entered the path to the finish line

The Bahedin was dill with Refnir and Kelene, bur his bay was tiring and faling behind. For a minute
the two Khulinin were Sde by sde, tharr horses matched in stride, then Ishtak began to pull ahead, and
his nose stretched our past the chestnut's muzzle.

They were dmog there---the finish line and the dan judges were just ahead.

Then Keene saw something that made her blood turn to ice Rafnir pulled a crop from his belt and
rased it high to fan his horse.

Crops were not illegd in the race, and Kelene had nothing againg them. But Ishtak did. He loathed
crops and whips with a passion bordering on mania, and he was too close to Rafnir to miss that one. He
saw the crop at the edge of hisvison and went wild.

With a scream of fury, he whipped his head toward Rafnir in an attempt to attack the hated crop,
jerking the reins from Kelene's hands. In that horrible ingtant, the gdding logt his balance, pitched into
Rafnir's mount, and sent them both crashing to the ground in a pile of thrashing legs and bodies.

The two riders, thrown clear by the impetus of ther speed, lay bruised and stunned in the dirt while
the Bahedin jubilantly crossed the finish line There was a shocked pause as the crowd stared in
amazement, then the Bahedin wildly cheered ther hero, and a few Khulinin ran forward to get the fdlen
horses and riders our of the way of the remaining racers.

Two men helped Ishtak and Kedene limp through the crowd to the shade of a tree. Two others
brought Rafnir and his chestnut.

"Areyou dl right?' one man asked Kelene. At her nod the men left her done to check on Rafnir's
injuries Kelene sank dowly to the ground by her gelding's front feet and stared in shocked disbelief a
the dirt. She was filthy, disheveled, and she hurt in every bone in her body. But none of her aches and
bruises could compare to the pain of defeat. For the second year in a row she had logt the Induran in an
accident.

She looked up and saw Sayyed, Tam, and her parents hurrying toward her. Kelene pulled hersdf to
her feet and faced her mother, but the ache in her heart proved too much for her sdf-control. Tears
trickled down her cheeks. Gabria opened her ams, and Kedene did not turn away. She fdt hersdf
gathered into her mother's embrace and hed close while she cried out her pain and disgppointment.

“Is he hurt, Mother?' Keene murmured after awhile "Hefdl so hard.”

Gabria knew ful wdl who Keene meant. The gifl wouldnt care a fig for Rafnir's well-being. She
olanced inquiringly at Tam, who was taking in quiet tones to Ishtak.



Rafnir's mother understood the question, too, and gently squeezed Kelene's arm. "He is bruised and
hurting and very, very tired. He islucky nothing is broken," she said with a soft amile. "Rub his legs with
linment and rest him. He will be bucking again in afew days.”

"Thank you," Kelene said to both women. She dtiffened to her full height, threw back her head, and
stepped away from Gabria. The tears were gone now. She had no more time for sadness; Ishtak needed
her help. She forced her fedings back under control, unaware that as she did so, her face assumed a
blank, amost cold expression. She went back to her horse and gathered hisreins.

Behind Kelene, Gabria sghed to hersdf and let her ams drop. She knew that expresson of
Kedenes dl too well. She had seen it more and more the past few years---a blank set of the face that
was as frugrating and unyidding as a ssone wall.

Kelene had withdrawn again to her own thoughts, shutting out the moment of closeness with her
mother.

Gabria dmost reached out to stop her daughter and draw her back, but she didn't. She knew the
gesture would not be appreciated and wondered sadly if it ever would. Once Kelene had been a loving,
open, warm-hearted child who adored her parents and family. Now an eighteen-year-old, unmarried
womean with a crippled foot, she was dmogt a stranger to them all.

Gabria bit her lip as she watched Kelene limp away, leading the gray gdding. She was not sure she
could bear the thought of lodng the Kelene she had known to this distant cool person. She wanted
somehow to break through the blank mask and find the love and happiness that gill remained insde. If
only she knew how.

* * % % %

Later that evening when the cooking fires were burning in the Khulinin camp and the sun was snking
into an orange haze toward the horizon, Sayyed came to join Lord Athlone and his son Savaron under
the awvning of the chieftain's big tent. They sat on low stools, enjoying the peace of dusk and taking
comfortably as old friends. Goblets of cool wine sat on atray by ther feet. Athlone's three dogs lay close
by and chewed on the last scraps of the evening med. The men could hear Gabria, Lymira, and Coren
ingde the tent laughing and talking as they got ready for the evening's dancing and music competitions to
be held in the coundil grove. Kelene was nowhere to be seen.

The three men were dmogt finished with their wine when someone hailed them from the nearby path.

"Lord Athlone, good evening! | was hoping to find you dill here” The speaker and a companion,
both wearing light summer cloaks of indigo blue, came waking up the path to meet them. Two members
of Athlon€e's hearthguard snapped a salute from their posts by the chief's tent.

Sayyed and Savaron rose peacefully to ther feet. "Greetings, Lord Koshyn," Sayyed said.

Kaoshyn of Clan Dangari returned the greeting. "'l didn't Want to interrupt your time at home" he said
to Athlone, "but | thought you ought to hear something interegting,”

Stools and more wine were brought out, and the five men sat down under the awning. Lord Koshyn
grinned broadly at his old friend. Only a year younger than Athlone, he had been a chieftain for a longer
time, though the years had not been as kind. Hisfar hair was gray and thinning, and the faded pattern of



blue dots tattooed on his forehead was dmog logt in the weathered brown of his skin. His once athletic
body was stockier, dowed by aching joints. But his amile was as infectious as ever. Although not a
magic-widder hmsdf, he was one of sorcery's most influentid supporters among the chiefs and one of
Athlones closest friends.

He sat thankfully on his stool, stretching his legs out before him, while Savaron poured some rich
honey wine in a flagon and passed it to him. Koshyn sipped his drink and thought, for the thousandth
time, how closdy Savaron resembled his father. They were so much dike, not only in ther tal physca
build, their brown hair, eyes, and mustaches, but in their characters as wel. Savaron even had his father's
habit of cocking an eyebrow when he was questioning something. Like now.

Koshyn, noticing both men were looking at him the same way, couldn't help chuckling. Tm sorry,”
he said between gudts of laughter. "Athlone, as a dire, you certainly have thrown true in your son. By
Surgart's sword, you couldn't have done better." He wiped his face with his deeve and grinned again a bit
widfully, thinking of his own sons, dead before they reached manhood. Athlone, he decided, was a very

lucky man.

Lord Koshyn settled back on his ool and said, "So, | didn't come here to compare you two. |
brought someone who has atae to tdl." He turned to the other Dangari beside him. The young man, just
out of boyhood, was daing a Lord Athlone with something close to awe. He had never met the
sorcerer-chieftain face-to-face, but he had heard dl the tales about his deeds. He bowed his head to the
Khulinin lord and glanced &t his own chief.

"Go on, lad,” Koshyn prompted.

The young man tugged at hisdirty blue tunic. "I rode in the Induran today, Lord," he said. "At least
part of it. Unfortunately, | went with your daughter, Rafnir, and Moreg from Clan Wyifling down a box

canyon.”
Athlone nodded. He had dready heard about that wrong turn.

"Wdl, while we were trying to turn around in the canyon, Moreg rode his horse over a big mound. |
was the only one who saw the horse fdl, so | stopped to hdp hm." He leaned forward, his excitement
overcoming his shyness. "Lord Athlone, I've never seen anything like it! His horse stepped through a
crugt of dirt onto what looks like a roof."

"A roof?" Sayyed exclamed.

The Dangari demonstrated by dightly steepling his hands. "A timbered roof like we use in burid
chambers. | think we found an old burid mound.”

Athlone leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, his interest piqued. "A burid mound? In a hidden
box canyon? How curioud" He paused, mulling over this news. "You said Moreg fdl. Is he hurt?'

"He's got a bad headache, but his dan heder said hell be fine" The Dangari's face saddened as he
added, "The horse snapped itsleg; we had to kill it."

Lord Athlone laced his fingers thoughtfully and said to Koshyn, "Are you thinking of riding out there
tomorrow?"

The Dangari chief gave adow smile "Of course. Late afternoon, after the council meeting. | thought
| might bring some strong men and shovds.”

Athlone returned his amile. "I know some others who might be interested in alittle digging.”



"Thereyou are, lad," Koshyn said, dapping his young companion on the shoulder. ™Y our wrong turn
may be propitious after dl."

Pleased, the rider sat alittle Sraighter on his ool and grinned at his chiefs approval.

The men were dill discussing the mound and its strange location when the clan horns were blown a
few minutes later. The cal was to Sgnd the sunset and the changing of the outriders who rode guard on
the grazing herds.

Sayyed rose to hisfeet. "My lords, if you will excuse me" he said. "It'stime to make my prayers.”

Both chieftains nodded farewell, and Sayyed cook his leave. He walked across the broad open
space in front of the chieftain's home and passed in among the fdt tents that comprised the large Khulinin
encampment. Automaicaly hisfeet stepped down dightly onto the bare path that led from the center of
the camp. Whiglling, he wove his way past playing children, cooking fires, and a few tethered horses
coward his own home.

Two large dogs and a smdler shaggy one lying beside his tent saw him coming and bounded to their
feet to bark a vociferous greeting. A lamb and two goats bleasted hungrily from a smdl pen by the
entrance. In a wicker cage hanging on an awvning pole, a smdl owl with a splinted wing blinked at the
sudden noise and ducked its head down into its shoulders in annoyance.

Without even looking in the tent, Sayyed knew his wife Tam was not there. She would have been
out in an indant at the sound of dl of that barking and blesting. He shook his head and quieted the dogs
before he pushed back the walfskin flgp and stepped indgde.

Sayyed glanced around. He was right; the tent was empty except for another large white dog nurang
alitter of puppies on Tam's favorite rug. He found his prayer rug by his palet and hurried out to find an
open spot where he could recite his prayersin peace.

Although he had been with the Khulinin for many years and had adopted mogt of their customs,
there were dill afew habits from his youth in the Turic tribes that he had refused to give up. He 4ill wore
a burnoose under the traditiona cloak of the clans. He dill carried the long, curved blade he had earned
on the eve of his manhood ceremony. And he dill prayed twice a day to his god.

The clans worshipped four deities--Amara, mother of life and birth; her sster Krath, goddess of
fate and the darker passions, Sorh, god of desth; and Surgart, god of war---but they were not usudly
fanaicd about it and had not tried to force Sayyed to give up hisbdief in asngle god. It was a tolerance

that Sayyed deeply appreciated.

Finding a quiet place in the meadow not far from the edge of camp, Sayyed spread out hissmdl rug,
kndlt, and bowed low to the south where the tribes of his father believed the haly city of Sarghun Shahr
was located. As the quiet words of the evening prayers flowed from his lips, the peace of the moment
filled his mind and the familiarity of the ritud gave him comfort.

He hadn't quite finished though, when he suddenly fdt disquieted. Something had changed. His
pesceful solitude had been interrupted by something or someone. He rose to a kneding position and
turned his head to see Tam ganding behind him. She was waiting for him to finish, but her foot was
tapping the ground and her hands were tightly clasped as if trying to hold in her impatience. Sayyed
closed his eyes to shut her out for a moment longer, shifted to ease the diffnessin his legs, and finished
thefind chants of his prayer. Then he dowly pushed himsdf to hisfeet.

I'm growing too old, he thought wryly as he stretched and worked the pain from his knees. He had



bardly time to roll up his rug before Tam grabbed hisarm and hustled him back through the camp toward
the Goldrine River and the bazaar on the other side.

Sayyed went dong willingly, dthough he wondered what she was up to. In spite of her obvious
hurry, Tam hadn't said a word to him. Of course, Tam rady sad anything to anyone. A difficult,
sometimes crue childhood had driven her behind walls of slence that even aloving marriage and maturity
had not completdy broken down. Sayyed looked across a her lovdy, finelined features, a her
enormous eyes outlined by black lashes and ddicate eyebrows, a her mouth pulled to a firm line by
determination, and he thought that she had the mogt expressive face he had ever seen in a woman. She
did not need to talk; she could say dmost anything she wanted with her face, her gestures, and her body.

Now she was radiating excitement. Her face glowed pink and her eyes sparkled. She rushed on
past the camp and down to the temporary footbridge that spanned the river to reach the bazaar. Her long
black hair braided with bright ribbons danced ajig on her back.

Sayyed was pushed to keep up with her as she farly flew across the narrow bridge to the opposite
bank. He chuckled to watch her. Knowing Tam, she had probably found another bird or animd held by
one of the numerous merchants that came to the dan gathering. While most women shopped in the
bazaar for fabrics, spices, jewdry, utendls, or pottery, Tam prowled the shops looking for animds being
misused or abused by the travedling merchants. Whenever she found one, she would acquire the animd
and ether set it free or add it to her growing collection of four-legged charges.

This time she didn't seem to be angry, Sayyed noticed, so if it was an animd she wished to show
him, it was probably in good hedth.

They hurried on into the marketplace of booths, dals, and stands that sat on the east side of the
Goldrine River. Every year merchants from the Five Kingdoms to the north and the Turic tribes to the
south came to the gathering bringing goods from many lands in exchange for the clans livestock, horses,
saddles, rugs, woven work, jewdry, and handcrafts. The bazaar was a busy place and open from dawn
to dusk.

Sayyed hadn't been to the bazaar yet this year, but Tam didn't give him a chance to look around.
Without dackening her pace, she hustled him to a large, richly caparisoned booth on the far edge of the
bazaar.

The booth was pacious by any standards, with a roof and wals of brightly painted canvas. One
entire wal was rolled up, dlowing the breeze and customers to enter. A banner identifying a merchant
from Pra Desh hung above the entrance.

It was obvious the owner of the booth did not specidize in anyone ware. There seemed to be a little
of everything from dl over the avilized world crammed into every avalable space. Bolts of fabric
crowded day pots and rare glass vessdls on sheves, swords and dried herbs hung from the roof;
children's toys, hemets, and rugsfilled the countertops. There was barely room to turn around.

Sayyed's eyes narrowed. What in the world had Tam found here? He followed her into the interior
and waited as she walked up to the proprietor and tapped hisarm.

The merchant, a huge, pae-skinned Pra Deshian turned, saw her, and beamed. "So you came back
for her! | knew you would."

Her? Sayyed thought. He watched while the merchant went to the back of his tent and came back
bearing a large, wdl-made crate. The man set the box down on a counter in front of Tam and stood
back, a amile of stisfaction on his broad face.



Very caefully she reached into the crate and drew out a smdl, furry animd. Sayyed rolled his eyes.
Of course. Nothing but animals ever got Tam that excited at the bazaar.

"Sheisabeautiful beast, yes?' the Pra Deshian said. "And very rare. | brought her mother, aready
pregnant, from the city of Macar far to the east. Thislittle oneisthe last | have Ieft. | sold the mother for
afine price to the Fon of Pra Desh himsdlf.

"How fine?' Sayyed asked, trying to keep the sharpness out of his voice. He was not going to be
beggared for the sake of an anima, no matter how much hiswife liked it.

The merchant cast a speculative eye at Tam and then at Sayyed, as if waghing his opportunities.
Tam had the little creature cradled in her am and was gently scratching the base of its smdl, pointed
ears. It was pushing its head againgt her hand and making afant ratling noise.

"The lady is obvioudy pleased by my little pet." He paused and added with a broad gesture, "For
her, I am willing to negotiate.”

Before Sayyed could answer, Tam plopped the furry animd into his aams. He held it up in both
hands, and it dangled there watching him with equa curiogity. The creature was a pure shade of white
with fur as thick and soft as thistledown. Its legs and tal were long compared to its lean body, and its
head was round with a short nose and round, golden eyes. Sayyed decided the animd reminded him of a
tiny copy of a cave lion. "What isit?' he asked.

"A ca," the merchant answered proudly. "About hdf a year old. She is little trouble to keep. She
hunts her own food, grooms hersdlf, and walks on her own. All she asks is a warm bed and a loving
hand. Both of which | believe your lady has. | do not sl my animdsto just anyone, gr. | Sl them at any
price | choose to people | fed will appreciate them.”

Sayyed regarded hiswife mildy. "I don't redly have a choice, do 17!

Tam shrugged, her eyes twinkling---which brought a amile to the merchant's face. Without a word,
she took the cat from her husband and set it carefully on the counter before her. For along minute, she
and the little animd stared at one ancther eye to eye, as if reaching an agreement. Then Tam tensed,
closed her eyes, and raised afinger.

Sayyed leaned againg the counter. He knew wha was coming next. It was too late to try to tak
Tam out of the cat now, even if he wanted to. She would make it hers with one Smple magic spell.

Gently she tapped the cat's head and spoke for the fird time in a soft, Sngsong voice. There were no
obvious sparks or bolts of light to mark the execution of her spell. The cat only blinked and sat down, its
golden eyes saring intently a Tam.

Meow.
A radiant amilelit Tam's face. "She said yes™" she told Sayyed.
The merchant's mouth opened. "What? Who said yes?'

"The cat," Sayyed explained. "As you can see, my wife adores animas. She has perfected a el
that dlows her to understand what an animd is communicating.”

"And she just did that? Here? | didn't see anything!"
"Thereisnt much to see. The magic is very subtle and doesn't hurt the animd.”



"But the cat only meowed. She said nothing that | could understand,” said the merchant, dill
perplexed.

"Only other magic-widders can understand animds that she has spdled." Sayyed reached out and
patted the cat. "Unfortunately no one else has been able to copy her spdl. Tam has a very srong
empathy with animds, and | think that's why she can work this sorcery so successfully.”

"Interegting,” the Pra Deshian said, turning to look thoughtfully at Tam and the cat, who were both
watching him intently. "So what did the cat agree to?"

"Sheiswilling to stay with me," Tam replied. When she chose to tak, Tam's voice was neither weak
nor hesitant. Her words came out with a quiet firmness that revealed the strength behind the silence.

The merchant leaned over and waggled a finger & her. "I am agreesble to tha as well. . . for a
certain compensation. Y ou cannot use sorcery on my merchandise and expect me to giveit away."

"Of course not," she said mildly, undaunted by his bulk looming over her.

Sayyed watched, his arms crossed, and wondered how she intended to pay for this cat. Gold was a
rare commodity among the dans of the plains, more often being used for jewdry or decoration than
money. The clanspeople reied on the barter sysem. And that was the problem to Sayyed. He could
think of nothing they had that would interest this merchant for an exchange. The Pra Deshian seemed to

have everything dready!

Tam mus have seen the question on his face, because she winked a him before turning back to the
merchant. "l understand you have been having problems with some of your draft horses" she said.

The man was startled by the question. "Y es, but what has that to do with this?*
"Would you consider my services to your animds a fair trade for this one amdl cat?'
"What sort of services?' the merchant asked suspicioudly.

"If I can tdk to them, | can learn ther problems. Find out who isaling or hurts, what they need to
make them happy. | can tend their sores and ease their fears.”

The merchant was quiet for a very long moment. His gaze bore into Tam's, weighing her words and
the possible benefits of her hdp againgt the vaue of a white cat. His fingers tapped the wooden counter.
"I have eighteen horses,” he said at lagt.

"For the cat | will speak to them dl," said Tam.

The Pra Deshian hesitated again, until Sayyed began to think the merchant would not accept. Then
the man shrugged heavily under his robes. "Dobs has a harness sore on his shoulder | can't seem to cure,
and Ben has been favoring aleg. . . " Tam sad nothing. She scratched the cat's ears and let the man
think.

"How do | know you can redly understand these animas?' he demanded at last.

"Come" Tam turned and strode from the tent. The merchant sgnded to his helper to take over, then
he hurried after her with Sayyed and the cat tralling behind. The group went around the back of the tent
where five large wagons were parked and a dring of big, short-legged, powerful draft horses was
picketed in two lines under an avning.



Sayyed nodded with approval when he saw them. The horses were clean, wel fed, and cared-for.
He began to think Tam's offer just might be enough to sway the Pra Deshian, who obvioudy made an
effort to see his beasts comfort.

Tam walked in among the picketed horses without hesitation, patting rumps and running her hands
down soft noses. When she came to alarge gray, she paused. "Ben?' The merchant nodded.

Once again, Tam drew on the magic energy around her, formed her spdl in her mind, and with her
soft words set the spell into motion. The gray bobbed his head once, then turned to look at her out of a
dark, liquid eye. Nickering, he lifted his front left hoof off the ground. Slently Tam pulled her amdl
dagger from the sheath a her bdt. She cradled the horse's hoof on her skirt between her knees and

carefully began to probe into the crevice by the frog, the triangular-shaped pad under the hoof. No one
else moved.

After atime she smiled and dowly pulled out a diver of rock that had become wedged out of Sght
and was bruisng Ben's foot. The horse snorted in reief.

The merchant nodded once. "It'saded.”

Like a child with a treasured gift, Tam swooped up the cat and twirled with it among the horses, the
ddight shining on her dender face.

The Pra Deshian grinned. "That's quite a woman you have there, clanaman.”

Sayyed bardy nodded, for his eyes were fdlowing his wife around in her dance of joy. The
merchant was right. Tam was something special---but Sayyed had known that for twenty-three years.

CHAPTER TWO

Lord Athlone, this is intolerablel We cannot have your wife kidngpping any child she sees fit to
take!" Fergan, chieftain of Clan Reidhar, dammed his padm on his knee and glared a the Khulinin from
benegth his brigling eyebrows.

Sayyed could see Lord Athlon€e's jaw tighten as he tried to control his anger. The son of old Lord
Caucus, Fiergan had inherited his father's ferocious temper, intolerance for things he did not understand,
and ability to infuriate Athlone.

Lord Athlone was Stting on a cushion, idly twirling the contents of a horn cup in his hands. Sayyed
as his hearthguard, Savaron, and the Khulinin Wer-tain Regjanir, were a his sde. To anyone who was not
familiar with the chief, Athlone appeared amazingly calm, but Sayyed knew his lord was seething by the
deadly frost in his earth-brown eyes and the rock-hard lines of his jaw.

Lady Gabria often attended council meetings, but she had excused hersdf that day to introduce the
Reidhar boy, Bennon, to some of the other childrenin her care. Lord Fergan hated arguing with her, and



Sayyed knew full wel the Reidhar chief was taking advantage of Gabrias absence to expound on his
complaint of 'kidnapping.'

It isagood thing, Sayyed thought to himsdlf, that weapons are not dlowed in the coundil tent during
meetings. Haf a day of arguing with Fiergan would drive any man to bloodlust.

" will forgive you this time for accusng Lady Gabria of kidngpping,” Athlone said with deceptive
mildness. "All the children she has found with the tdent to wied magic have been given the choice to
remain with their families or foster with us. All have come to our dan willingly to learn under Gabria's
tutelage with thelr parents permisson.”

Lord Fergan dapped his words aside with a jerk of his hand. "You cannot take a child---or any
member of a clan---without the chieftain's permission!” he said in a loud, digtinctive voice that reached
every ear in the tent.

"We have had the chieftain's agreement in every case. . .but yours."
"Yet you dill took Bennon!™ Fergan thundered.

Athlone set down his cup, his eyes never leaving Fiergan's face. The burly Reidhar chigftain was
red-faced and swesting from the hest, yet he showed no sgn of backing down.

Sayyed sighed. It was going to be along, tense medting if Lord Ryne didn't exercise his authority as
coundl leeder and step in to end this. He had hoped thisfirgt day of council meetings would be cam and
ghort. The fifty-three people---chieftains, sons, wer-tains, elders, priests, and priestesses---from every
dan had met in the tent early in the day when the ar was cool and the day fresh. They had dedlt with a
few minor problems at firdt, such as the theft of some of Clan Dangari's vauable breeding gdlions by a
grdl band of Turic raiders, the settlement of a dispute over pasture rights between the Shadedron and
Ferganan clans, and the find acceptance of the betrotha contract for young Lord Terod of the Amnok
dan and the sster of Lord Hendric of Clan Gddring.

All had seemed wdl until Lord Fiergan brought up the subject of teaching young magic-widders. It
was afternoon by tha time and even with the walls rolled up to dlow a breeze, the big tent was
uncomfortably hot and full of flies The men were sweeting and tempers were short.

"Heiswvigting us for only a few days to make up his mind," Athlone was saying. "Of course, if you
ingg, hewill be returned immediatdy.”

FHergan glanced at the other men crowded around the tent. "I am only trying to protect my people.
How can we be certain tha the children you take away redly are magic-wielders? We have only Lady
Gabrias word for it."

"And the Hunnulis? Do you cal them and my wife deceitful liars?" Athlone asked, his voice cold.

Fergan's red face paed dightly. An affirmative answer to a question like that could lead to a dud of
honor, and Fiergan was not willing to face a warrior like Athlone over swords. "Perhgps not,” he sad
shaply. "Yet we--"

Before he could go on, Lord Koshyn put up ahand to interrupt him. "Lord Fergan does bring up a
good point,” he said in a conciliatory tone. "There have been severd children who have shown no sgnsto
us that they can widd magic, yet Lady Gabria says they have the power and that they mud learn to
contral it. | suggest that we devise some sort of test or find away to prove to everyone's satisfaction that
acertain individud can use magic."



"And even if a person passes such atest, why isit necessary for that person to leave the dan and go
to the Khulinin?' asked Lord Dormar of Clan Ferganan.

Athlone replied, "Eventudly we hope it won't be. But there are too few magic-widders in the dans.
Right now, Gabria, Sayyed, Tam, and | are the only ones with enough experience to teach. You mugt
remember, the stay is only temporary. We are teaching these young magic-widlders how to use their
tdent to the best of their abilities with the hope that they will return to ther clans to help others whenever
they can.”

Lord Sha Tgan nodded. He was the youngest brother and heir of Athlon€'s old friend, Sha Umar,
and he was pleased to hdp the magic-wielders whenever he could. "Two of my people have come back
to us, and | don't know what we'd do without them.”

"But why teach them at dl? What if they don't want to leave ther families or learn this sorcery?”
Fergan spat out the last word like afoul bit of grigtle.

"If a person with the talent wants no part of it and fights any suggestion of learning how to use it, then
of course we do not force them. But it is wiser and safer to train a magic-wielder to control his power.
Magic can be inadvertently used at the wrong moment." Athlone haf-amiled, unconscioudy rubbing the
scar on his shoulder where Gabria had once nearly killed him with an inadvertent bolt of magic. "Once
someone is sure of his ability, he can dways choose not to useit.”

Fergan snorted. "Sorcery is jud like any other heresy againg the gods. Once you're a heretic,
you're dways a heretic.”

"I believe the law cdling sorcery a heresy was dropped twenty-three years ago,” Koshyn sad
sharply.

Fergan subsided back into his seat, grumbling.

At that point, Lord Ryne of Clan Bahedin rose to hisfeet and said, "The afternoon grows too hot for
sengble argument. Let us cdl a hdt to this discusson until tomorrow when we can tak with cooler
minds"

"l agree," Lord Kashyn put in, and he, too, stood. "But before we go, | want to let you know that
severd of us areriding up to the hills today to take alook a that mound in the canyon. If anyone wants
to come, bring a shove."

The mood in the tent immediatdly lightened. The news of the mysterious mound had spread through
the camps overnight, and everyone was curious about its contents and its odd location. As soon as Lord
Rynre officdly ended the meeting, the people interested in the expedition hurried away to their camps to
get horses and tools.

* k *k k %

While ther fathers helped organize the large party of dansmen preparing to leave, Savaron and
Rafnir called their Hunnuli and went to look for Kelene to see if she wanted to go, too. They found her
ganding thigh-deep in the coal, sity In River with her gdding Ishtak. The horse's right front knee had
swelled during the night, so she brought him to the river in the hope that the cool water would ease his

injury.



The gdding was too tired and sore to bein his usuad obnoxious mood, yet he dill lad his ears back
as the two men rode their Hunnuli into the water.

"We're going to look at that mound of yours in the canyon. Would you like to come?' Savaron
cdled to hisgger.

Kelene didn't answer immediately. She looked up at her big brother and his friend dtting so proudly
on ther powerful black horses, and she thought how handsome they both looked, so tdl and strong and
self-assured. She supposed she could excuse Rafnir for being so good-looking. The gods had given him
the best of his parents qudities--his father's dim, athletic build and his mother's expressve eyes and
inner strength---without the burden of sharing with brothers or ssters.

But it wasn't far that her brother had those brown eyes with the golden flecks that looked like
amber in the sunlight while her eyes were so dark they were dmogt black, or that his hair was thick and
curling, while hers was draight, coarse, and black. Their father had told her she looked like their
grandfather, Savaric, but right then she wished she had more of her brother's looks. . . or anyone ese's
indeed of this swarthy, skinny appearance she disdained.

In that ingant she loved her brother and hated him. She wished he would go away and take his
friend with him. "It's not my mound. Take Moreg. He's the one who fdl over it."

Savaron shrugged off her snappish reply. He had gotten used to his Sster's uneasy temperament
evenif he didnt understand it. "As you wish."

Rafnir winked at her roguishly and patted the place behind him on his Hunnuli's back. "Sure you
won't change your mind? Y ou can ride with me”

"Your Hunnuli has enough trouble aready carrying you and your arrogance,” Kelene retorted.

Rafnir laughed. With a grin and a wave, he and Savaron turned their horses away and rode back to
join the party of men dready on their way toward the eastern hills

Keene rather wigfully watched them go. It would have been interesting to ride out with the men to
get acloser look at that strange mound. But while she would never admit it to Savaron or Rafnir, the fact
was that she doubted she could make it as far as that canyon today. Never had she fdt so sore and
bone-tired as she did that afternoon. The race, the hard fdl, and the bitter disgppointment had taken
more out of her than she had imagined. Her leg ached from toe to knee, her head throbbed, and her thigh
musdes fdt like jdly. 1shtak, with a swollen knee and aching muscles, was in no better shape.

She could have ridden a Hunnuli, of course. None had tried to befriend her over the years, perhaps
knowing in therr wise way that she would not welcome ther advances, but not one would have refused
her request. It was smply that she fdt very uncomfortable around the big horses. They were bred to be
the companions and mounts of magic-wielders, and Kelene believed if she rode one, it would be a tacit
acceptance of her talent---an acceptance she refused to make.

Without warning, Ishtak jerked his head away from her and began to wade toward the shore. He
had obvioudy had enough of the river and wanted some shade and grass. Kelene didn't argue. The cool
water was making her leg ache dl the more, and the thought of Stting down was beginning to apped to
her. She hung on to the gdding's leed rope and hobbled as best she could through the water.

The idea of dtting down suddenly reminded her that Gabria had asked her to hdp with the
foderlings this afternoon. Kelene, feding a little guilty for forgetting her promise to help two days ago,
hed agreed. Of course, her mother didn't redlly need any help. There were seven children, no, eight with



the Reidhar boy, from ages eight to fourteen. They were farly wel behaved, and dl had chosen to come
to Gabria to learn to use ther taent, so they were no trouble. The only reason, Kelene decided, that
Gabria wanted her there was the hope that her daughter would lisen to her teaching and sorytdling and
perhaps absorb some of the children's enthusaam.

Kelene knew that was a vain wish. Nevertheless, Gabria was going to tdl the children the tde of
Vdorian, the clans hero-warrior, and a chance to ligen to that was worth the time spent with the group.
Kelene never grew tired of hearing the story of the man who had brought his people to the Ramtharin
Pains nearly five hundred years ago.

Thegirl and the horse reached the bank where the ground rose up severd feet to agrassy edge, and
Ishtak lunged forward to legp up the steep indine. For a person with two hedthy legs, the dimb up the
bank was not difficult. For Kelene it was usudly a chdlenge that she could manage. But as Ishtak lunged
upward, he yanked the lead rope in her hand. The sudden wrench pulled her weight onto her weak
ankle. Pain shot up her leg like a fiery bolt, and her foot and ankle, unable to bear her ful weight,
collapsed beneeth her. With a cry, Kelene fdl face firg into the muddy bank. Ishtak, tal high and ears
forward, trotted Hiffly away, trailing his lead rope behind him.

"Sorh take that horse!™ Kelene shouted furioudy, wiping mud off her face. She sruggled panfully to
her feet intime to see her gray head out toward the pastures on the far Sde of the valey.

W, there's no catching him now, she decided. He would just have to wear that hdter and rope
until someone could chase him down.

Kelene sank down on the edge of the drop-off and rubbed her throbbing ankle. She could hardly
bear to look at it any more. The thickened joint, the shorter shin, and the twisted, disfigured foot dl
sckened her. It was so unfar. Why did that accident happen to her? She was only trying to hep her
father. And why of dl times did it happen right after her friend, the dan heder Fiers Arganosta had died
inhisdeep? In atwig of bad fortune, Piers's apprentice had been away, and there had been no heder to
help set her bones.

Her parents and the horse heder had done ther best, but the weight of the gdlion fdling on her
ankle had crushed it beyond their smple skills to straighten. She was lucky, they told her time and again,
that she could walk at dl. Perhaps that was so, but she couldn't help feding the resentment that rose like
nausea every time she looked at her foot, tried to walk normaly, or had to face the pitying looks of other
clansvomen.

A noise behind her pulled her from her reverie, and she turned to see an eaglein a dead tree nearby.
The bird gave a piercing cry and launched itsdf into the air. Its white and brown wings outstretched, it
soared out over the meadows to catch the risng afternoon drafts.

Keene threw her head back and widhfully watched it go. To be so free, she thought, to be swift and
light and graceful as an eagle. It mugt be joyous to ride the sweeping wind currents wherever you want to
go and fed the heat of the sun on your outstretched feathers. She wondered what the plains would ook
like from high above. What would it be like to leave the earth behind and soar among the clouds?

She amiled at her own fantasies. If the gods ever took it into their immortal minds to grant her a
wigh, she would be delighted if they would let her fly. She had dways dreamed of sdling on the wind as
fadt as she could go or soaring out over thetdl prairie grass like a facon on the hunt. Just once, that's dl
she wanted, just one moment to fed as free and light as a bird.

For just the tick of her heart, she thought of her talent.



Could magic help her achieve her dream? And just as quickly she rejected the idea. She laughed, a
haf-mocking, haf-amused sound. Of course not. Magic was too dangerous, too uncontrollable, too
unknown.

Long ago in the golden age of sorcery, it had been different. The dan magic-wielders gathered in
Moy Tura, the cty of the sorcerers, to sudy and learn. They had known how to use magic to the fullest
humen potentid. Some of the more powerful sorcerers had learned how to dter their forms, hed the sick,
or summon the gorthlings from the rem of the dead to do ther bidding. Now, though, most of the
ancient spdlls were logt or forgotten, and the few magic-widlders in the dans were trying to learn magic
from one old book of spdls and a lot of crude trid and error. No, megic could certainly not hep her
accomplish anything now. It was too unmanagesble.

Panfully she dimbed to her feet and hobbled back to the Khulinin camp. She saw her mother and
Tam and the fogterlings dready gathered under atree, but she didn't join them until she had changed her
muddy clothes and cleaned her hair and face. Then, with a cup of cooled goat's milk in hand, she went to
join the group.

Her mother was gtting on a leather stool with her beloved Hunnuli mare, Nara, and Naras filly,
Demira, sanding just behind her. The children, dtting in a semicirde around her, watched with rapt
atention while the sorceress wove the tae of Vadorian with magic, words, and images. She used dust
from the ground and smoke from a cooking fire to form amdl pictures in the air before her of Vdorian
and his black horse, Hunnul. Just beneath the skin of her right wrigt, a diamond splinter, the symbal of a
ful magic-widder, glowed red with power and emation.

"Vdorian took Hunnul's soft muzzein his hands and closed his eyes to begin the pdl,” Gabria was
sying. She moved her images to replicate the words.

Kelene was pleased. She had comeintime for her favorite part, where Vadorian teaches his gdlion
to communicate. Gabria glanced up and amiled a her as she joined the group; Kelene amiled tentatively
back. She sat down beside Tam and reached out to scratch the white cat loafing on Tam's lap.

Kelene soon became so engrossed in the story she did not notice Nards filly, Demira, sdle up
behind her. While the girl ligened in wonder, Demira lowered her nose to a handspan away from
Kedene's back, Sghed contentedly, and went to deep.

* * % % %

The sound of hooves ringing on stone echoed around the' long line of dlansmen as they rode in Sngle
file down the narrow defile. The sun had dropped low enough to leave the canyon in cool shade, which
was a wecome rdief after the heet of the valey, but no one seemed indined to remark on it or on the
beauty of the variegated colors of red and brown in the smooth stone around them. They were too busy
looking ahead or nervoudy eyeing the high, enclosing wdls over ther heads.

Before long, the Dangari rider led them out into the wider end of the canyon where the sun danted
down on the eastern wal and a light breeze riffled the patches of weeds and grass. The mound sat in
londy solitude, its crown trampled and flattened from the accident the day before. Off to the right Sde,
vultures were flocking over the carcass of the horse, and a amdl pack of wild dogs left their med to dash
off into the rocks. The smdl of corruption filled the air.



The dlansmen filed in and reined to a hdt in a cirde around the mound. Slently they studied it the
oblong shape, the weed-grown dopes, the summit that rose over their heads.

"WdI?' lord Athlone said to a priest in red robes. "What do you think of it?"

The man, awhite-haired, fierce-eyed old whiplash of a Jehanan, dismounted without answering and
staked up to the top of the mound. He walked the length of the top from east to west, poked and
prodded around the hole made by Moreg's horse, and pulled up some more dumps of grass to study
whet lay benesth. At last he straightened.

"It isa burid mound," he pronounced, and a babble of excited, wondering voices burst from the
watching crowd.

"Whoseisit?' severd asked loudly.
"Why isit out here in this forsaken place?' another man shouted.
"May we open it?" others demanded.

Ordan, the priest, hddd up his hand to quiet them. He was the oldest man in the dans and
well-respected for his wisdom and service to Sorh, god of the dead. The men quieted immediately. "
cannot answer dl those questions a once," he snapped. "This mound appears to be very old. That's dl |
can tdl you without further study.”

"Will lord Sorh be angry if we open it?' Koshyn asked.

"The god of the dead will not be angered if the proper prayers are said and the contents are not
disturbed,” Ordan informed them.

"It Sdl be done" sad Lord Athlone. And with that everyone dismounted and set to work. The
horses were led away and picketed at the far end of the box canyon. The men who had brought spades
st to work digging at both ends of the mound. Other men cleared away the weeds and grass on the
dopes and on the top, looking for any thing-a marker, a 9gn, a plaque---that would tdl them who was
buried in this grave.

By dan tradition that dated back hundreds of years, burid mounds of this Sze were usudly built only
for specid purposes. Sometimes, as in the case of the massacred Corin clan, a mound would be built to
bury alarge number of people, or for ahighly respected priest. Usudly, though, the big mounds housed a
dead chieftain and dl the possessions he would need to maintain his honor and dignity in the reelm of the
dead. Clan lords had been known to be buried with their horses, dogs, weapons, clothes, household
goods, gold, and other persona belongings. If there was a chief within this lone mound, there could be
many thingsin the inner chamber and maybe an invauable chance to learn more about the clans past.

With a strength fueled by excitement and curiogty, the dansmen worked feverishly to clear the
mound. Rafnir, dill sore from hisfdl in the race, helped pull weeds and dumps of grass. He grinned at his
father when Sayyed paused from shoveing to wipe the sweat from his forehead.

"We could have done this much faster with magic,” Rafnir suggested.

Sayyed leaned on hisshovd and said, "Yes, but we don't redly know what's under there. We could
damage it with a misplaced pdll.”

"And | suppose,” Rafnir added, dill grinning, “the others would resent being left out of the fun of dl
this hard work."



"You're learning,” Sayyed said and went back to digging.

It wasn't long before the dopes were stripped to the dirt and the roof of the burid chamber was
exposed.

"Look a this'" Ordan sad to Lord Athlone. He pointed to the wooden beams thet dill lay partidly
covered with dirt. "Thisis older than | thought. Maybe two hundred years. Whoever built this didn't cap
the inner chamber with stone as we do now. Thisis only a timber-framed roof. It's a wonder that horse
didn't crash dl the way through.”

The Khulinin chief squatted down to take a closer look. He saw immediatdy what Ordan mearnt.
Thethick, square beams had once supported a dightly angled roof of wooden planks, bur time and the
damp earth had rotted away the planks and the covering cap of soil had settled down on the supporting
beams. The beams themselves were soft and crumbling. The packed earth around them seemed to be the
only thing holding the timbers together. "Maybe we should move mogt of the men off the top,” he
suggested.

Jugt then, a shout from one end of the mound drew everyone's attention, and Athlone and Ordan
hurried down to see what had been found.

Sayyed, Refnir, Koshyn, and severa other men were clustered around a large hole they had dug into
the dope of the eastern end. "I think we found the entrance," Sayyed shouted.

All the men dropped what they were doing and gathered close by to watch as the dirt was carefully
removed from a large area around the initid hole. When they were finished, the workers stood back to
show what they had discovered.

Three sone steps were lad into the ground down to a doorway into the burid chamber. The
entrance was of stone with two carved stone pillars to either side of a narrow stone door. There were no
handles, handholds, finger holes, or latches of any kind on the door and nothing to indicate who lay
within. The stone on the door was perfectly blank.

"That's odd," remarked Ordan. The old priest leaned forward until hiswispy white beard was inches
away from a dirt-encrusted pillar. "Give me your dagger,” he said to no onein particular and stuck out his
hand. Lord Athlone obliged him by handing over his own polished blade.

Quickly and carefully Ordan began to scrape and scratch away the soil dinging to the stone. In just
afew moments he had cleaned off severa tunic markings cut into both pillars and two smdl, intricatey
inscribed marble tilesinset on both sides of the doorframe. "Interesting,” he muttered.

"What? What isit?' clamored the men around him.

The old priest ignored them and, with sharp blue eyes, studied the marks. At his request, severd
other priests joined him to examine the carvings, but findly they dl shook ther heads in frugtration.

Ordan jabbed afinger a the markings. "These-here and here" he said to the crowded clansmen,
"aretoo old for usto read. | believe they are Clan. They look smilar to old tunic Sgns once used for the
gods. But we have lost the knowledge to understand them.”

Lord Athlone, craning his neck to look over the priests shoulders, saw the doorframe and fdt a jab
of recognition. "I know what those two tiles are," he exclaimed.

Ordan moved aside o the chieftain could step in and take a closer 1ook.



Athlone pointed to the marble pandls. "They're magic wards. This door has been sedled by magic.”
"Heresy," one of the priests muttered under his bregth.

In spite of his longevity as a haly man, Ordan was one of the few priests in the dlans who had an
open mind regarding magic. Unlike most of his counterparts, he was willing to consider the possibility that
meagic was a gift of the gods, not an evil mutation of their powers. Therefore, he did not flinch away from
the doorway as did two of the other priests or cross his fingersin a 9gn againg evil. Ingtead he put his
fingertips dong the dmog invisble seam of the door and looked fascinated. "Is it possible to bresk the
sed?' he asked Athlone.

The sorcerer-chieftain considered the tiles for amoment or two. "Probably. They've been weakened
by age. But should we? I've never heard of aburid chamber sedled with magic wards. "

"Neither have |. On the other hand, this appears to date back to the days before the downfal of the
sorcerers. We know so little of that time. Perhaps it was accepted to sed some tombs with magic.”

Athlone touched the cool, damp stone with a finger. "Wdl, I'mwilling to try to open it if you are.”

Ordan's thin lips pulled into a rare amile. "My curiogty has gotten the best of me. Break the sedls,
megic-wielder."

Hadiily the men backed up severd paces to give Lord Athlone more room. The chief stretched out
both arms and placed his fingertips on the wards. He closed his eyes to concentrate on the magic around
him. He knew the power permeated the naturd world. Magic was in the rocks, the earth, the living
plants, and it wasin the souls of those born with the talent to wield its energy. As he drew magic from the
earth at hisfeet, he fdt the energy flow through him, as natura and comforting as his own blood.

He wished he had a diamond splinter such as Gabrias to hdp him intengfy his spell, but the splinters
were emblems of an older age and only one had been found since the destruction of Moy Tura He
would have to rdy on his own strength.

Viaudizing exactly what he wanted to do, he focused his spdl down through his fingertips and sent a
powerful, explosive jolt of magic into the tiles The wards were stronger than he expected. Old, worn,
and eroded as they were, they had been constructed by a master sorcerer and their power was dill
potent. Athlone had to send a second, more powerful burst into them before the marble findly cracked
and the tiles shattered to dust.

The chieftain leaned againg the frame, bresthing heavily. “Are you dl right?" Koshyn asked at his
sde

"Yes" He pushed himsdf upright. "But if they hadn't been so old and worn, | would never have
broken through. Someone wanted to make sure this body was not disturbed.”

W, let's go see what'sin there" someone ydled eagerly, and the men shouted their agreement.

Sill weary, Athlone stood aside and let Savaron step in to put his shoulder to the stone door.
Together, Koshyn and Savaron heaved againg the entrance until the stone groaned and creaked and a
black crack appeared aong the right hand edge.

* * % % %



Under the tree in the Khulinin camp, Lady Gabria lunged to her feet and screamed a terrible cry of
anguish.

"Mother!" Kdene shouted in horror, hobbling to her sde as the sorceress buried her face in her
hands. The children clustered around, damoring with fear and confusion. The white cat took off like a
streak, and Demira neighed a nervous chdlenge. White-faced, Tam tried to cdm the young ones while
Keene and Nara gathered close to Gabria.

"What isit? What's wrong?' Tam cried over the uproar.

Gabria was swegting and lightheeded and shuddering uncontrollably. She clasped Kelene's am with
one hand and Nara's leg with the other, too upset to speak.

Keene responded. "l don't know!" She stared a her mother's stricken face and fet her heart twidt.
Keene knew she had pushed aside her love for Gabria many timesin the past few years, but, behind the
facade she showed to the world, that love had never waned. Now she was horrified by the pain she saw
in Gabrids eyes. "Mother, please! What's the matter?' she cried.

Gabria could only shake her head. She gasped for breeth and held tighter to Kelene's arm.

Frustrated, Kelene looked to Tam, but she was 4ill distiracted by the frightened children. The girl
steadied her shaking legs. There was one way to get a partid answer, if she wanted to do it. Kelene had
aways been sengtive by touch to other peoplée's emotions. She didn't know why she had the dbility, and
she had never told anyone about it. It was usudly something she regarded as painful and a nuisance. This
time-, though, fear for her mother overcame her rductance, and she lad her other hand over her
mother's. Opening her mind to her mother's fedings, she concentrated on the touch of her skin againgt
Gabrids. The results were immediate.

"Shes nat ill. She's terrified,” Kelene cried to Tam.
"Terrified of what? Gabria, isthis like yesterday? Or the day before?' Tam demanded.
Keene was surprised. "What are you taking about?!

"Your mother had avison two days ago, then a strange experience during the race yesterday. Was
this the same thing, Gabria?'

The sorceress findly nodded. "Only worse. Much worse,

For just amoment | fdt a hatred so strong. . . so maevolent. . . . O Mother of All, what was it?' she
moaned.

"l don't know, but | think you'd better lie down. The moment Athlone and Sayyed get back, we
have to tdl them,” Tam ingsted. "Y ou're not going to keep it to yoursdlf for aday or two like you did the
vigon."

Gabria drew a long, ragged breath to steady her voice and let go of Kelene and Nara. "Yes, well
tdl them. But. . . | don't want to lie down. The feding is passng.” She smiled reassuringly at the children
around her. "Why don't we go on with the story? It will take dl our minds off this for awhile

Keene and Tam eyed her with some disbdief, but Gabria composed hersdf. Although her face was
pae and there was a tremor in her hands, she took up the tde of Vdorian where she had It it. The



children settled back down, looking rdieved. Tam shook her head and went to search for her cat.

Only Kelene could not relax. She had never sensed a fear like her mother's before; its intendty had
left her badly shaken. If it had touched her so deeply, how mug it have affected Gabria? She hoped
when her father returned they could discover the cause of these srange attacks. Her mother did not
deserve such terror.

* k *k k%

The men pushed harder, and the door dowly ground open to a shoulder's wicth.

"Stop there" Ordan ordered. "Let the ar within freshen before we open the door fully.” When they
dl tried to peer into the interior, they could see nathing beyond the amdl patch of light in the entrance.
The darkness beyond the porta was complete.

Overcome perhaps by the slence of the tomb and the closeness of death, the men fdl quiet, ther
eyes riveted on the empty opening. For a long while no one moved. Then Ordan dowly raised his ams
to the sky and began a chanted prayer to Sorh. The rest of the priests joined him until the canyon sang
with their voices.

When their last words died into the early evening, the men gtirred and muttered among themsdlves,
feding dightly better now that they had appeased Lord Sorh.

"Open it now," Ordan commanded.

Savaron and Koshyn obliged, and the stone door swung fully open. Severd torches were passed
around, then Ordan stepped into the burid chamber. The other priests and severd chieftains dowly filed
in after him until the narrow space within was full. By the flickering light of the torches, they stared around
the room in surprise.

The chamber was built in the older dan tradition of stone walls, dirt floor, and a shdlow timbered
caling. The wdls were dirty and stained with moisture, and a heavy smdl of mold and rot permeated the
ar. Those who were expecting to find a large trove of objects were disgppointed, for the room was
virtudly empty. There was only a Sngle sone sarcophagus stting on a platform in the center of the
chamber and a pitifully smdl pile of persond items lying on the platform. There were no weapons, no
bags of st or dishes for food, no trappings befitting a chieftain-nothing to reved who lay within the
coffin. The clansmen looked in every deep shadow and dark corner and found only dust.

"What's in there?' one man shouted from outside. There were il quite a few waiting for their turn to
comein.

"Not much,” replied Lord Terod. Disappointed, he and severd more men went out to make room
for others. One by one, the men filed through to look at the results of their work. Some were interested in
the chamber; others were disgppointed a the lack of thingsto see.

"It's as if whoever buried this man didn't like him," remarked Savaron.

Ordan turned from sudying the sarcophagus. "Why do you say that?' he asked, his voice sharp with
interest.



The Khulinin warrior picked up asmdl comb from the pile on the plaiform. "There's so little here. A
respected chieftain or priest is dways buried with his belongings. It looks like this man was given only a
few grudging tokens."

"An interesting observation, young man. Tdl me what else you notice.”

"The walls have been painted,” Rafnir spoke up. He held a torch up close to one wal. "Mogt of it
has flaked off, but you can dill see bits of color through the dust and mildew. | think it's red.”

"What do you make of dl this?" Athlone asked Ordan.

"Precious little. 1've never seen anything like this. The red pant on the wdls indicates this was
probably a priest of Sorh, but there are no items of his office, no gaff, no prayer scralls, no jars of
incense. Your sonis likdy right---this man was thoroughly didiked." He peered around a the walls and
went on. "What | want to know is why he was buried out here in this empty, forsaken canyon? Why is
his grave unmarked and forgotten? Why has his identity been so carefully hidden?”

"We could open the sarcophagus,” Rafnir suggested. "Maybe there is a name on the coffin or some
writing that could help us™

Ordan nodded. "Do it. Carefully. | do not want to disturb the body."

Savaron, Rafnir, and two others stepped forward, lifted the heavy dab off the top of the stone box,
and gently set it on the ground by the platform.

"Good godd" exdamed Athlone. "Why did they do that?"

Insde the sarcophagus lay a large, full-length wooden coffin. Its lid was naled with heavy iron
pikes and chained with thick bronze links a both ends. On top of the wood lid was carved a gring of
ten runic letters Smilar to the ones on the doorframe.

One of the young men tried to shove the chain off one end of the coffin. To his digmay, the chain
was aso nalled in place. He started to yank hard at the bronze links

"No, stop!" Ordan commanded. But he was too late. The man pulled with such drength that the
ooffin did toward him and dammed againg the stone. The wooden lid, rotten and weakened by time and
moisture, cracked & one end.

"Thereis no need to open the coffin,” Ordan said harshly. "It is best left done”
The young man looked guilty. "Why? Don't you want to know who'sin it?'

The old priest shook his head. "No. Any man seded in his tomb with magic and nailed in his coffin is
best left undisturbed.”

"l agree," Athlone said, staring at the chained box.

The men glanced at one another and saw the same uneasy ook on dl thar faces.

" want this mound sealed shut again. Rebury it. There is nothing here for us™ said Ordan.
Savaron glanced outsde. "That will take hours and it's dmost dark. Could it wait until morning?”

Ordan nodded his assent and slently left the buria chamber. The rest of the men hurried after him
into the open air. The meadow wasfilling with darkness by that time a few stars twinkled in the evening



sky. While the men brought their horses and mounted, Savaron and Rafnir closed the stone door.

"WEell send some men in the morning to rebury the mound,” Athlone told the other chiefs. They
quietly agreed.

The mound lay black in the gathering night, cloaked in shadow and mysery. More than a few
clansmen muttered a prayer to difle the fear that chilled them. They rode away hurriedly without looking
back, leaving the opened grave to the mercy of the night.

* * % % %

The canyon fdl degthly ill. Nothing moved. No living creature set foot within its boundaries. Night
passed dowly into the deep, chilled hours before dawn.

Within the mound, darkness as black and thick as ink filled the chamber much asit had for over two
hundred years. But, something was different now. The sedls that had shut out life light, and ar were
broken; the heavy stone lid of the sarcophagus was lying on the ground; the wooden coffin itsdf, so
caefully built and nailed shut, was cracked. For the firg time snce the coffin had been sealed, fresh arr
was legking into the interior.

Outside the tomb a waning moon rose above the hills and cast its dim radiance into the canyon. A
finger-thin beam of light eased through the smdl hole in the mound's roof to shine into the darkness of the
chamber. As the moon rose higher, the pae shaft of light moved until it came to rest on the coffin directly
below.

Something began to gir. A fantly luminous wisp of ar curled from the crack in the coffin. It hung
amos hegtantly between the stone and the wood before it wafted upward. More followed it like a thin,
reddish smoke. The gowing ar writhed and twisted about the moonbeam, dowly riang toward the
caling. The migt began to pour our faster, asif encouraged by the fresh air and the light. Soon it filled the
whole chamber with a ghestly phosphorescence.

The shaft of light faded and vanished as the moon sank toward the west, but the mis continued to
glow with its own bloody radiance. It stopped writhing and hung in the chamber, motionless and ill.

Ancther tendril of red migt began to creep out of the crack in the coffin. This one was darker and
thicker; it oilled over the edge of the sarcophagus like a heavy scream of fog. Slently a shape took form
from the dark mig. Astdl as a man and as nebulous as smoke, it hovered by the platform drawing the
lagt of its substance from the coffin. Then it ddiberatdy moved toward the chamber's entrance. At the
door the reddish form paused and extended a part of itsdf through the stone. When nothing happened, a
strange sound like harsh laughter emanated from the figure. Eagerly the shape plunged through the stone
into the dark night and was gone as quickly asit had formed.

The mig left in the tomb began to settle. By dawn it was gone, leaving only a barely discernible
coding of red dust over everything in the chamber. The coffin rested in its stone housing, as ill and
enigmétic as desath.



CHAPTER THREE

By late morning, the dansmen had returned to the canyon. A smdl party of ten, drawn from the
Khulinin, Dangari, and Jehanan clans, came dattering into the box canyon with spades and orders to
rebury the mound. There were no chieftains, priests, or eders among them since the council was meseting
agan to debate the difficult subject of magic and the traning of magic-wielders. The young men had
come willingly for the chance to see the mound and the opportunity to turn a hot, dirty job into a
merry-making gethering. They started shoveing dirt back onto the Sides and top of the mound while they
talked and laughed and looked forward to the food and cooled wine they had brought in ther
saddlebags.

Four men went to the entrance. Priest Ordan had specificdly asked them to replace the lid of the
sarcophagus before they covered the door. They pushed the stone entrance open and entered the dark
chamber.

"Krath's blood!" the Khulinin exclaimed. "What isthat gench?' A foul putrescence filled the room as
thick and gagging as smoke.

"It wasn't here yesterday," the young Dangari rider said. "Maybe the old man is rotting in the fresh
ar."

"He should be dust and bones by thistime. Let's just get the lid on and get out of here" a third man
replied.

In complete agreement, the four cdlansmen walked around the sarcophagus, not naticing the little
puffs of dust kicked up by their feet. They heaved the lid up, moved it over the stone box, and were
about to set it down when the Dangari lost his grip on the corner. The heavy stone did from his fingers,
knocking the entire lid off-balance. All four men yanked their hands out of the way as the lid crashed
down on top of the sarcophagus. There was aloud crack; the lid split in haf and fdl with a cloud of dust
into the box.

In dismay, the men stared & the lid then a each other. It was one thing to open a tomb and look
indde it was another thing entirdy to deface the contents.

The Khulinin, a young warrior named Ritan, threw up his hands in disgust. "Now what do we do?
Tdl Ordan?’

"Not on your sword belt, we don't," the fourth man said. A thin-faced Jehanan who was dready in
his chieftain's bad graces, he was not going to aggravate anyone dse in authority, especidly a priest.
"Well just leave it. After dl, we're going to rebury the mound. No onewill seeit.”

"But the sarcophagus must have anew lid," the Dangari said worriedly.
"Why? That body isn't going anywhere," replied Tord the Jehanan.

One man gave a sharp, nervous laugh. "Youre right. What the priests don't know won't hurt us.
Let'sjudt get out of here”



The Dangari nodded ructantly. They arranged the broken pieces of the lid as best they could over
the coffin, then filed out. Torel, the last one out, hesitated while the others went through the doorway.
When he was sure no one was looking, he picked up a smdl jade box, a horn comb decorated with
slver, and adim flask embellished with garnets from the belongings on the platform and dipped them into
the pouch hanging from his belt.

His eyes dlittering with amusement, he went outside and helped close the door of the chamber. The
four men immediatdy began to shove dirt over the stone steps and doorway before anyone ese asked to
see theindde of the chamber. They were so busy, they didn't pay dtention to the red-colored dust that
dung to their pants, boots, and hands.

It was a happy group that rode back to the gathering late that afternoon. Laughing, boasting, handing
the wineskins around, they rode toward the council grove just as the chieftains councl was findly ending
for the day.

Tord saw his chief leaving the tent and turned his horse away before Lord Sha Tgan could see him.
He hurried past Clan Murjik's camp and skirted the bazaar until he came to the painted booth of the Pra
Deshian merchant. He waited until the booth was empty of customers, then dipped into the' tent, pulled
the jade box, the comb, and the flask out of his pouch and lad them on the counter in front of the
proprietor.

The Pra Deshian, his broad face impassive, leaned over and examined the items carefully. He picked
up the jade box, wiped the dust off with a cloth, and held it up to the light. It was only a Smple box with
afitted lid and had any number of uses, but it was made of opaque, dark green Ramtharin jade and had
the added bonus of being very old. There was a ready market in the Five Kingdoms for such an item.
The comb and the flask were marketable as well.

"What did you have in mind?"' the merchant asked casudly.

Tord tried to keep hisface expressionless. "These items belonged to my wifes father. They're very
old and precious." He shrugged sadly. "But, there are things we need more.”

The merchant studied the Jehanan's face, his dusty clothes, and dirty hands. He didn't believe the
clangman's flimsy story for an ingant. The Pra Deshian, though, kept up with the news of the dans and
had an excdlent idea where the man actudly found them. Not that it was necessary to know. The
important fact was that these three items had been brought to him and no other.

"Indeed,” said the merchant. "Perhaps | have some of those items you need.”

Tord's face lit up. The bartering began and ended farly quickly to each man's satisfaction. When the
Jehanan |eft bearing his goods, the proprietor quickly wrapped up his prizes and put them away. There
was no point digolaying them at the gathering and drawing needless questions.

He picked up the cloth he had used to wipe the jade box and was about to throw it aside when he
noticed something odd. The dust on the doth was a peculiar shade of red, dmogt like dried blood. There
was dust on his hands as well. He studied the cloth momentarily, then dismissed it when Tam walked in
to vigt his horses. He tossed the doth under the counter and went to greet her like an old friend.

* %k %k % %



Tord's companions were having such a good time, they did not notice hed Ieft. They were il
laughing and talking as their horses splashed into the river for awell-deserved drink.

Jugt across the water, Lords Athlone and Koshyn came out of the coundll tent, feding drained by
the long, hot afternoon of negotiations and arguments. They saw the party of young men nearby, and
Koshyn hailed his young rider. The Dangari broke off from the group and came trotting over. Although
he sdluted promptly, his eyes seemed to look everywhere but at his chief’ s face.

"Isit done, lad?" Koshyn asked.

"Yes Lord. Wefinished it awhile ago.”

"Good work."

"Thank you, Lord," he said hadtily, riding off before Koshyn could ask him anything else.
Athlone watched him go. "Did he seem alittle nervous to you?"

"Like a dog caught with his nose in the dinner pot,” Koshyn said. His eyes crinkled with amusement.
"What do you suppose they were up to?"

"A lot of drinking by the looks of them,” Athlone said.

"True. But that wouldn't set a burr up that boy. | just hope they finished the job before they started
celebrating.”

"We could send someone to check.”
Lord Kashyn nodded. "Good idea”

Both chiefs picked up their weapons from the pile left guarded by the entrance and began to wak
dowly toward the camps. Athlone stretched his ams and groaned, "Gods truth, I'm tired. | thought
Hergan would never give up on that kidngpping accusation againg Gabria"

Koshyn laughed. "The man could argue a gorthling to death. | suppose helll come up with something
equaly as perverse tomorrow. Spesking of Gabria" he said, "how is she? | heard she's had a few
drange turns lady.”

"Vay drange. Truth is, I'm worried. We taked for a long time last night and could find no red
answer. Sheis certain her brother was trying to warn her of something in a vison she had three days ago.
She thinks these sudden fedings of dread and fear she's had since are somehow connected. We just can't
figure out how."

Koshyn whistled softly. "I didnit know she'd had another vision.”

"Of the Corin massacre agan,” Athlone said grimly. They reached the edge of the grove and
stopped at the lagt pool of shade.

Koshyn mulled over that news. "I can't believe that was redly her brother. Spirits don't leave the
relm of the dead. Maybe she had a premonition of some unknown danger that reveded itdf as
something familiar?!

The Khulinin chief shrugged in frudtration. "The gods only know, and they seem to be tight-lipped
right now."



"Have you talked to Ordan about it?'

"Ordan is tolerant of magic, but he makes no effort to understand it. | don't think he can help,” sad
Athlone, his tone short.

Koshyn understood his friend's reluctance. After so many years of deding with prgudice and
hatred, especidly among the priesthood, it was difficult for any of the magic-widders to beieve that a
few of the dan priests were making an effort to accept them. "You may be underestimating him, Athlone.
Tdk to him. If nothing else, he may give you a different perspective on Gabrias vison."

“I'll think about it," Athlone said rductantly. He clapped his friend on the back and suddenly
grinned. "How about a shady seat and a cool drink?!

Koshyn's blue eyes it with pleasure. "My thoughts exactly.”

The two chiefs walked to the Khulinin camp and were soon taking their ease under the awning of
Athlongs big tent.

Late afternoon dowly mdlowed to evening, bringing with it a few scattered thunderstorms and an
invigorating coolness that drew the clans from their heat-induced drowsiness. As the flies and the herds
settled down to rest, the people came awake, excited and enthusiastic for the night's entertainment.

After the evening med, men, women, and children of al ages swarmed to the coundil grove for the
competitions between bards, both apprentice and master, from dl deven clans. It was aways a long,
exdting night, and it gave the clangpeople an opportunity to hear many of the tdes known among the
cdans. Some were old, beloved sories of the clans daties; some were more recent taes about Lady
Gabria and her battle with the gorthling. The Khulinin bard, to the ddight of his audience, told Gabrias
tde of Vaorian. When he was through, he rose to the sound of thunderous applause and bowed to
Gabriain her seat among the chieftains.

All the bards had brought their muscd indruments, and as soon as the story and poetry
competitions were over, the Snging and musc began. The space in front of the muscans was filled by
dancers of every age, who reveled in the wild whirling tunes from the pipes and the dower, throbbing
I;>eat of the drums. The dancing and musc lagted far into the night, long after the prizes had been
awarded and the children put to bed. When the find bard bowed to exhaustion, the light of dawn was
dreaming over the eastern hills

Thefifth full day of the gathering had begun.

Themorning passed quietly since many of the clanspeople dept later than norma. By midday when
the coundil reconvened, the day's heat wilted what little activity was dirring. The camps were amost
lifdless as people dozed in ther tents or splashed in the shdlows of therivers.

As s00n as the council meeting was over, Sayyed hurried back to his tent. He tucked his hammock
under hisarm and went to a place he knew at the far edge of the Khulinin camp where two trees grew a
perfect distance apart to hang a hammock. The hammock was a favorite of the Turic tribes, but it had
become more popular among the clanspeople after Tam wove one for Sayyed. He liked to show off its
comforts a every opportunity.

He had the opportunity now and planned to take full advantage of it. Tam was busy heping the Pra
Deshian merchant with his horses, Rafnir was off somewhere with a friend, and Sayyed had just finished
his duty as advisor and hearthguard to Lord Athlone during the long and wearying councll meeting. He
was reedy for a well-deserved nap.



He tied the ends of the hammock to the two smal cottonwoods and blissfully stretched out hislength
on the swinging bed. The trees overhead shaded him with dappled green; atiny breeze cooled the sweat
on his forehead.

He was just about to close his eyes when something smdl landed with a thump on the middle of his
chest: Tam's cat. With a sound of contentment, she curled up on histunic, her eyes hdf closed, her paws
curled daintily under her chest.

Sayyed scratched her ears and let her stay. She was an odd animd, he thought, not at al obedient
or willing to please like a dog. She walked on her own, as regd as a priestess, granting her affection to
those few she deemed worthy. He, obvioudy, was acceptable. He had to admit he didnt mind. There
was something very appedling about her soft white fur, her imperturbable gaze, and that strange, muted
rumbling she made in her throat. The sound was peaceful, contented, like the gentle humming of insects
and it affected his mood like the heat. In a matter of moments, he was adleep.

"Father!"

Sayyed heard his son's voice from fa away and chose to ignore it. The ams of deep were too
comfortable.

"Father! Wake up."

The voice was closer now and inggtent. Sayyed hoped Rafnir would see he was degping and go
away.

"Father, please! | need hdp!”

The desperation in the words snapped the bonds of rest and brought Sayyed wide awake. He sat
up in the hammock, dill holding the cat, and saw Rafnir waking toward him from the meadows. His son
was trying to carry someone over his shoulder.

"It's Riten!" the young man shouted. The worry for his friend was plain in his face and voice. "He
suddenly collapsed and | couldn't rouse him. | need help getting him to the heder.”

Sayyed dropped the cat on the hammock, swung to his feet, and strode to help his son. They
carried Ritan back to the camp, down the worn paths to the heder's tent.

The Khulinin dan heder, Gehlyn, was ngpping in his tent with his door flgp wide open, so they
brought the young manin and laid him down on an empty palet. The heder woke immediatdy. He was
an unexdting man in appearance, of medium height with an ordinary build, thinning brown har, and a
preference for dull colors. But what he lacked invisud apped, he made up for in medicnd skill. He had
been chosen and trained by Piers Arganosta, the finest heder in the dlans, and his tdlent, persistence, and
caring enhanced thet training to a rare aility.

He rose from his own palet, without bothering to put on his boots or tunic, and came over to look a
his patient. "Tdl me what happened,” he urged the two men as he gently probed Ritan's throat for a

pulse,

Rafmnir answered hurriedly, "We were out in the meadows looking & a horse he wanted when he
suddenly fdl over. Jugt like this™

Gehlyn frowned. "Had he been feding ill before? Did he cry out as if in pan? Or complain of
anything?'



"Wdl,no...heddnt...Il..."

Sayyed redized his son was badly shaken. Ritan was one of Rafnir's best friends, and it had to have
been a shock to see him collapse for no apparent reason. He gripped Rafnir's am with a steadying
pressure and said, "Try to think. What has he been doing today?'

The hand on his am was what Rafnir needed to stle his dismay. "He didn't do much today at dl.
He was too tired from yesterday. Remember, Father, he went out with the men who reburied that
mound. They were gone most of the afternoon. Then he was up dl night dancing.”

"All night, huh?' the heder grunted. "Then waking around the fidds in this heat? Could be
exhaudtion or heat-fever. He does seem to be very hot." He lifted Ritan's eydids, checked the indde of
the warrior's mouth and throat, and fdt the glands under his jaw. "Hmm. | don't like this

"Wha?' Rafnir demanded.

"There are amd| bails in his mouth and lumps here and here” He pointed to places under Ritan's
jaw. Sitting back on his hedls, he pursed hislips. "You'd better leave him here so | can watch him."

The worry deepened on Rafnir's face. "Will he be dl right?'
"I don't know. I'm not certain what's wrong."
Sayyed rose to his feet, pulling his son with him. "Thank you, Gehlyn. Well go tdl hisfamily.”

The hedler waved without answering. His plain festures creased with concern, he began to wipe
Ritan's flushed skin with a damp cloth. Sayyed and Rafnir hurried away.

For two days Ritan lay in Gehlyn's tent while the hedler tried desperately to ease his symptoms and
learn what was wrong. Little by little Ritan's fever grew hotter until he tossed and moaned in a ddirious
frenzy. The lumpsin his neck enlarged, and others appeared in his ampits and groin, and developed into
hard, poisonous swdlings that caused him to thrash with pain whenever they were touched. The bails
spread over his body from head to foot in reddish yelow pustules that burst and seeped afoul liquid. The
only blessng Rafnir could see when he came to vist his friend was that Ritan never regained
CONSCiOUSNEsS.

On the third day, Gehlyn went to the council tent and requested entrance to talk to Lord Athlone.
The heder was welcomed, but the noisy conversationsin the tent came to a stop when he bowed to the
Khulinin lord and said sadly, "Ritan is dead, my lord.”

Sayyed bowed his head not only for the loss of afine young warrior but for the grief his son mugt be
feding. Then his head jerked up and his skin grew cold as Gehlyn went on to say, "I've been taking to
some of the other hedlers, and weve discovered that there are three more men who have the same
symptoms”

The attention in the tent sharpened to a tense wariness.
"Who?' demanded Lord Hendrie.
"A Jehanan has been ill for two days with a high fever and boils over his upper body."

"And two in Clan Dangari,” Koshyn added. The chieftain climbed to his feet, his face noticegbly
paler. "They have been bedridden since lagt night with fevers. One is unconscious.”



Shahr above dl! Sayyed said to himsdf. Rafnir had been with Ritan when he was dricken and
visgted him severd times before the warrior died. Could his only child catch this strange illness? His
fingers unconscioudy clenched into figts.

"Do you have any idea what killed your man?' Lord Dormar of Clan Ferganan asked into the
unessy Slence.

Gehlyn shook his head and began to pace back and forth.

"It is definitely a disease, not heat-fever or abodily injury as | firg thought. Unfortunatdy, none of us
have seen anything like it. None of our remedies have even eased the symptoms.” A subdued murmur
rumbled through the crowd of men, growing louder as they redized the possible import of what Gehlyn
was tdling them.

"Isit contagious?' Sayyed asked for them dl.

Gehlyn threw up his hands. "I don't know. | found out these four men entered the burid chamber
when the grave mound was covered over. Perhaps that is Sgnificant. No one ese has yet fdleniill.”

The dansmen looked at one another worriedly, the same thought on dl of their minds. Most of them
hed helped dig out the buria mound and had walked through the chamber. If this strange disease sprang
from some foulness within the mound, then nearly everyone there was susceptible.

Lord Ryne banged hisfig on a shidd to draw the men's attention and said, "'l suggest we end for the
day and each chief return to his clan. Check your people. If anyone is ill, report it to the heders. The
gods willing, the other three men will recover and that will be the end of it."

The chiefs quickly agreed. In little groups they hurried from the council grove and went ther
Separate ways to the deven different camps.

By that evening, Ritan's family had given him a quick burid, and Gehlyn learned that no one ese but
the three sck men had more than the norma aches or iiffles or monthly pains. He and every other
heder prayed that might be the extent of their troubles.

For two more days the gathering continued as usud while the heders priests, and chieftans
anxioudy waited. Then a noon on the third day, the two Dangari died. Tord, the thin faced Jehanan,
followed them to the redm of the dead that afternoon. All three men died as miserably and inevitably as
the young Khulinin, and not one of them responded to any medicind herb or poultice or powder.

At Gehlyn'sindgstence, the relatives of the dead men agreed to afunerd pyre rather than a grave. He
hoped the flames would help destroy whatever evil had stricken them.

That night, the chiefs and dan members of the Dangari and Jehanan clans, dong with Lord Athlone
and Lady Gabria, gathered in the meadows around a large pyre where the three bodies -lay with their
persona belongings. Relatives brought bags of sdt, loaves of bread, and amdl gifts to send with them to
the redm of the dead, and Lords Sha Tgan and Koshyn laid weapons a their sdes. Ordan and the
priest of Sorh from Clan Dangari chanted the prayers of the dead.

Gabria closed her eyes when Ordan took a torch and lit the oil-soaked wood. She did not need to
see the flamesigniting or hear the sudden crackle and roar as the voracious fire consumed the pyre. She
had seen it too many times before. Too many people dear to her heart had passed on to the redm of
Sorh leaving behind only memories and an ache in her heart.

She fdt Athlones arm go around her waist, and she leaned into his protective warmth. At least she



hadn't had any more of those hideous fedings of dread. Perhaps a premonition of the deaths of these four
young men had been what had triggered those strange episodes. Perhaps now it would dl be over, and
things could return to normd.

With the softest Sgh, Gabria turned her head away from the flames and opened her eyes to look
past Athlon€g's shoulder to the dark beyond. Her Sgh turned to a frightened gasp.

Athlongs arm tightened around her. "What's wrong?' he whispered urgently.

"I thought | . . . saw something. Out there in the darkness." The hearthguard accompanying them
took one look at her face and put his hand to his sword.

Athlone turned to look and saw only a few campfires and the dim, distant shapes of the camps
fantly illumineted by the light of a dying haf-moon. "What?" he asked.

Gabria squinted hard into the night, but whatever she had seen was gone. "It was therdl" she ingsted
fearfully. "A shape like a man standing in the shadows.” She shuddered. "It was glowing, Athlone, with a
horrible reddish light. Like a deadlamp in the Goldrine Marshes.”

With an ovewhdming rush of dread, Gabria suddenly knew that the vison of her brother, the
fedings of dread she had experienced, and this Sghting of a haf-seen fearsome light were somehow
connected. The fear and tenson that had been churning indde of her since the day of her vison burst
loose, and she hid her face in Athlone's shoulder. Her tears wet his tunic and leather vest; her shuddering
sobs shook hiswhole body. He cradled her close and slently cursed whatever agent had brought her to
such anguish.

"It's not over," she forced out between gasping breaths. "Something horrible is out there.”

Some of her fear reached withicy dlawsinto Athlone€'s mind. Gabria had been right too many times
inthe past to ignore her warnings as foolish imaginings. If she ingsted some evil was lurking in the night, it
was. But by dl the gods, what was it? And what were they going to do about it?

He glanced at the guard by his sSide and saw the same apprehension in the man's wide gaze and tight
jaw. "Come on," Athlone said sharply. "Let's go home™" With a nod to Lord Koshyn, he stedled himsdif
to leave the crowd of clanspeople and walk out into the darkness. His arm 4ill around Gabria, he led her
slently away from the pyre, the guard waking close by her other side.

The hearthguard drew his sword as they stepped out of the light. The rudling sound of leather and
the rattle of hismal shirt drew Gabrids attention. She wiped her face with the deeve of her blue tunic,
took along breath of the warm night air, and lad her hand on his arm. "You won't need that. Whatever
hidesin the night cannot be beaten by swords.”

The hearthguard and Athlone both shivered at the cold, hollow tone of her voice. They shared a
look over her head and walked a little faster through the darkness toward the fires and tents of the
Khulinin camp.

Nothing bothered them on the way back, and Gabria did not see the stirange form again that night.
But she knew it was there, somewhere, waiting beyond sght for something she could not understand.
She managed to hide her anxiety by the time they returned to their tent and was able to amile at Coren's
antics when he tried to get out of bedtime. She talked to Lymira about her betrothed, helped Athlone
feed the dogs, and settled her home for the night.

Only Kelene, dtting by a andl lamp and mending Ishtak's hdter, noticed the odd dlitter in her



mother's eyes and the tight lines of tenson around her mouth. Gabria was dill awake and sanding by the
open door flap, Saring out into the darkness, when Kelene was ready to deep. Keene hesitated, then in
arare gesture, she quickly hugged her mother good night.

For just a moment, Gabria dung to her with a desperate srength that surprised her. Through their
touch, Kelene sensed her mother's fedings as powerfully as her own, and the turmoail scared her. She
wanted to ask what was wrong, but something in her mother's iff expression told her that she would get
no answer that night. Maybe Gabria would fed better in the morning when the sun shone and the black
shadows of night were gone.

Kelene dipped into her blankets with a 9gh and for a long while watched her mother standing
motionless by the open flap.

* * % % %

"Lord Athlong" Gehlyn's shout from outsde startled everyone in the tent awake. Kelene sat up,
wondering if they had dept only a few minutes. Her mother was gill ganding by the door, and the lamp
on the clothes chest was ill lit. Then she noticed the pae light of dawn glimmering outside and fdt the
coolness of early morning.

"Lady Gabria" Gehlyn called again. "Is Lord Athlone awake?"

"l am," the chieftain caled deepily. He rose and stretched as Gabria and the hearthguard outsde
moved away from the entrance so the hedler could enter. The three younger ones got up aso and stared
curioudy when Gehlyn and Savaron dashed into the tent. One look at their faces told everyone there was
bad news.

"The other 9x men who reburied the mound have come down with the sckness" the heder sad
without preamble. "All of them fdl ill during the night.”

Gabrids face turned deathly pae. Asif preparing for battle, she slently tied up her har and began to
gather her amdl stock of herbs, medicines, and cloths for bandages.

"That's not the worst of it, Father," Savaron said. "I've heard one of the Pra Deshian merchants in
the bazaar is sck with ahigh fever.”

"O gods," Athlone groaned. He pulled on his boots and a clean shirt while he tried to muster his
thoughts. "Savaron, ask the chiefs to come to the council tent. Gehlyn, take someone with you. Check
the merchants and the whole bazaar.”

"Do | tdl them what is happening?' questioned the hedler.

Athlone difled a curse. If the merchants were told that a deadly and possbly virdlent disease had
shown up in the clans, they could panic and flee---at best leaving the gathering without a market, at worst
running the risk of spreading the iliness to other places. On the other hand, was it fair not to warn them?
They would find out soon enough and probably blame the clans for negligence.

"Yes tdl them. But assure them there is no need to panic. And if you can, ask them if they know
what this disease might be. Maybe it's something they're familiar with, or maybe they brought it in
themsdaves unknowingly. "With a speed bordering on fury, he buckled on his bet and hung the gold



chieftain's torque around his neck.

Gehlyn nodded. He didn't think the foreign merchants had anything to do with the disease, but he
understood the need to ask. "Yes, my lord."

"Thank you," said Athlone. "Report back to me as quickly as you can." Both men sduted and
hurried out.

"Is there anything we can do, Father?' Lymira asked.

Lord Athlone looked at Gabria, a her bloodless lips, at the unyidding, upright dant of her jaw, and
a the tenseness in her movements as she collected the supplies. "Hdp your mother,” he ordered, and
with a swirl of his golden cloak, he strode from the tent into the morning.

Thet day in the summer, which dawned like so many others before it, became a day the deven clans
would never forget.

Before then, "plague’ had dways been a vague word used to describe something frightening that
happened somewhere else. Plagues struck cities like Pra Desh or the heavily populated areas of the Five
Kingdoms and the Turic regions. Not once in the long higory of the dans had a devadtating disease
gruck at the entire population. Each dan had its share of influenza, yelow fever, or the red rash Piers
Arganosta had called meades. But the semi-nomadic clans were often widdy scattered and on the move.
An epidemic had never caught up with them---until this gathering.

Tha day, under a hot, dry, clear ky, the dans learned for the fird time the terrible redity of a
plague.

In the morning the Stuation did not appear to be out of hand. The 9x men who had fdlen ill---two
Jehanan, a Dangari, and three Khulinin---were brought to a spare tent set up away from the other camps.
The heders hoped that putting them in quarantine would stop the spread of the disease. They were soon
joined by the Pra Deshian merchant who had accepted the stolen grave-goods, as wdl as his young
apprentice.

The news of the new victims swept through the camps and bazaar like a storm, and the chiefs spent
a busy morning reassuring everyone, induding the merchants, that there was no reason to expect the
worst.

The lords were 4ill gathered in the coundl tent at noon when severa girls brought jugs of cooled
water and wine and platters of food for the busy chiefs.

Lord Morbiar of Clan WyIfling was the first one to reach for the water. He grabbed a jug and drank
amog franticdly. "By the fires of Gormoath, it's hot in here" he complained. He stood in the center of the
tent, his face flushed an angry red and sweat running down his face. All a once he swayed and
staggered, then collapsed unconscious to the floor.

No one in the tent moved. Horrified, they stared a him, seeing dearly for the firg time that the
disease had gone beyond the bounds of the ten young men and was griking into the heart of the clans.

In that stricken moment, the heder from Clan Ferganan burst into the tent and cried franticdly,
"Lords, | have two women with the fever. What do | do with them?"

Before anyone could speak or react, Lord Athlone said, "Bring them here.”
The other chiefs looked a him asif he had logt his mind. "Wheat for?" demanded Lord Fiergan.



"This plague is spreading,” Athlone answered as cdmly as he could. The other men winced at the
word "plague,”" for it was the firg time anyone had spoken it doud. "We need to contain it quickly and
et the victims away from the hedthy. The only tent large enough to hold the eeven people we have now
isthis one, and there will probably be more sick to come. Clean it out, set it up as a hospitd, and keep
everyone but the heders avay."

"I think we should leave," Lord Terod said, his voice loud with nervousness. "There are none in my
dan sck yet. I'm going to pack and get away from here.”

Two or three other chiefs muttered in agreement.

"That would not be wise" Athlone stated flatly. "What if your dan is stricken? How would you dedl
with the sick while you're on the move? How could your hedler take care of them by himsdf? What if
you came in contact with a caravan or a band of Turics and spread the sickness to other people?”

"Y ou're assuming my dan dready has the disease!™

"How do you know they don't? Look a Morbiar. Did you know he was sick this morning?* Athlone
pointed out.

Terod looked around wildly as if seeking support, but the other chiefs only watched in silence. "No!"
he cried. "But | see no reason to stay here and risk dying!”

Athlone strode up to him, his expression as unyidding as a granite wall. "I see many reasonsl We
cannot Solit up. Not now. We have to fight this together. Join our minds and our hedlers and our prayers
to find a cure. If you leave, where will you go? We are surrounded by leagues of emptiness If your dan
isout on the traill somewhere, dying for lack of help, and we find away to stop this disease, we might not
be able to reach you in time!"

From his pogtion near Lord Athlone, Sayyed saw the war of indecison on young Terod's
face---fear of the plague if he stayed, terror if it caught his clan done out on the empty plains, and a
flicker of hope that they just might find a cure. Sayyed understood how he fdt. Anxiety for Rafnir had
preyed rdentlesdy on hismind Snce Ritan had died. He wanted more then life itsdlf to get his family out
of the path of the deadly pestilence, but he knew Lord Athlone was right. Their only hope was to day
together and look for some means to stop the epidemic.

The other men seemed to accept that, too. They irred and nodded among themsdves, the
immoility of shock wearing off as they redized there was a war to be fought. Terod backed away from
Athlone and stamped to the entrance of the tent.

"Clan Amnok will stay,” he said, his words harsh, "But | am posting guards around my camp. No
one goesin or out without my permisson.” He turned on his hed and Ieft.

"Actudly that's not a bad idea" Koshyn said, moving to hep the fdlen Morbiar. "We should
postpone the rest of the gathering activities and limit movement of our people until we see how far this
disease isgoing to spread.”

His suggestion was immediatdy accepted, and within the hour, the vast, busy gathering began to
take on the appearance of a beseged encampment. The councll tent had been cleared of the rugs,
cushions, and trappings of a medting place to make way for the sck. The race grounds, the shdlows
where the women gathered to chat and wash laundry, and the meadows where the children liked to play
were dl empty. Armed men guarded the camps perimeters and patrolled the virtudly empty bazaar.
Only the outriders who rode guard on the herds grazing in scattered pastures dong the valey were



alowed to leave the area. The women and children stayed close to their tents. The priests of Surgart and
Sorh and the priestesses of Amara gathered on the sacred idand of the Tir Samod to pray for aid from
the deities. Tha day, and through the coming days, ther fires burned within the temple of sanding stones,
and their voices were heard in an unending chant of supplication.

By nightfal, eight more people had been brought to the council tent.

Sayyed was hdping severd other men haul water to a large barrel for use by the heders when he
heard a gmdl, feminine voice cdling his name. He hesitated, peering into the thick twilight. The unfamiliar
voice spoke in hismind in the manner of the Hunnuli.

Then he heard ayowling noise. Sayyed! He saw aflash of white, and a smdl creature charged from
the grass to his boots. It meowed sharply. Come! Come! the voice cried in his thoughts. She needs you.

In aflash of dread he recognized Tam's cat. His bucket dropped to the ground, and he raced after
the dimly seen form running ahead of him. Rafnir! his heart cried. Not his son, please! They reached the
Khulinin camp, charged past the guards without stopping, and ran for his tent.

The dogs were cowering by the entrance when he arrived; even the goats were quiet, huddled in a
wide-eyed group.

Sayyed was 0 upset, he pad little attention to them or to the two Hunnuli standing by the tent.
Tam's black horse was perfectly ill, his head held high in distress. Afer, Sayyed's gdlion, neghed
urgently for him to hurry.

Sayyed dashed after the cat into the tent, expecting to see his son, and stopped dead in his tracks.
His soul was struck with a numbing despair. All the time he had worried about Rafnir, he had never
imagined hiswife could get Sick.

Ye there she lay on thar pdlet, her face scarlet with the heat of her body, tears weling from her
eyes. When she saw Sayyed, she tried to rise in a vain attempt to keep away from him. "No, no, my
love" she whispered hoarsdy when he kndt by her sde. "Do not come near me.

He ignored her pleas and gently pushed her back onto ther bed. Usng a handy coth, he began to
wipe the perspiration from her face. The little white cat crouched by Tam's head, her golden eyes
enormous. She was purring franticaly asif trying to reassure her midress,

"Maybe it's something else" Sayyed said desperately. "A cold, bad food, or an insect bite. Spider
bites dways make you sick."

"It's not spiders and you know it," she replied with a flash of her old spirit.

Sayyed did know it. He could see the track of the disease in the heat of her kin and in the swdlings
under her jaw. "Then you know what | have to do," he said, his voice breaking.

Her chin trembled. "What you mug."

Never in his life had Sayyed had to do anything so difficult as pick up Tam's dight form and carry
her in hisarms from their tent. She dung to him while he walked dowly down the path, the two Hunnuli
close behind. Neither one could find the words they wanted to say. The Khulinin guards a the edge of
camp took one look at his burden and stepped sadly out of his way. Sayyed didn't even see them
through the dark fog that was descending on his mind. Almost blindy he bore his wife down to the
coundl tent and into the dmly lit interior. Three rows of pallets had been lad down for the sick, and a fire
was burning in the central hearth. The four healers on duty were so busy caring for their petients they did



not notice Sayyed comein.

With shaking hands he laid Tam on a palet beside the tent wall. He knew he had only a moment to
say something to her before one of the heders saw him and forced him to leave, but how could he put
twenty-three years of friendship and love into a few meager words? Thiswoman had saved his life, loved
him, borne his son, and given him aworld of laughter and joy. How could he leave her here done to die?
Tears clogged his throat, and he groped for her hand.

Something soft brushed past his arm. The white cat had followed him down from the camp and was
nesling into the blanket by Tam's shoulder. Just outside the canvas walls the two Hunnuli nickered to her.

Tam tried to amile "I am not done now. Go my husband. Care for our son. Remember our love"
she whispered.

Sayyed's head dropped. "Il be back when | can." He brushed a finger over her cheek, then
sumbled to his feet and fled from the tent.

CHAPTER FOUR

Kadene woke in the middle of the night feding uncomfortably hot. Her eyes opened blearily to an
unfamiliar glow, and she saw her mother hunched over the Book of Matrah, trying to read the pages of
the old tome of sorcery by the light of a sngle hand lamp. She blinked her eyes and dazedly wondered
why she was s0 hot.

Her blanket was soaked with swest, and something heavy lay pressed againg her left side.

All a once she sat up, her heart pounding. Coren had crawled onto the palets beside her that
evening and fdlen adeep. At some time he had rolled over dmost on top of her. He looked strangdy
flushed in the dim light of the lamp, so Kelene laid her hand on his damp forehead. It was the firg time
she had ever tried her empathic touch on a sck person. The results shocked her. She could sense the
symptoms of Coren'sillness as clearly as hisfear and confusion.

"Mother!" she cried.

Her voice woke everyone in the tent. Gabria rushed to her feet and hurried to kned by Kelene's
sde. Coren was hdf awake and bregthing rapidly. "My throat hurts, Mama," he mumbled.

Kelene eased out from under him and gently stretched him out on the pdlet. "His temperature is
rigng,” she sad to her mother, trying to keep the fear from her voice for Coren's sake. "His throat is
darting to swel, and he'slosng consciousness fagt. Y ou've got to do something!™

Gabria took a cloth and wiped Coren's skin. Her hands were shaking. "I've read the Book of



Matrah from cover to cover and | can't find asingle heding spdll,” she cried softly. "I don't know whét |
can do."

"There's got to be something we can try," Kelene inssted. "Maybe we could wrap him in damp
blankets to lower his temperature.”

Athlone and Lymiracame to kned by Coren's side, their faces degply worried. "Perhaps we could
trandfer some of our strength to Coren to help his body fight the disease," Athlone offered.

Gabria conddered that. Magic-wielders used a combination of mentad and physcd drength to
control the power of magic. They often joined their srength together to mantain difficult spells, but
Gabria had never tried giving her energy to amuch smdler, weaker person who was unable to contral his
own power. She didn't know what to expect. She could only hope that the combination of the added
grength and lower body temperature would give Coren the help he needed to besat the disease invading

his body.
She nodded at last, without lifting her eyes from her son's face. "It's worth atry.”

Keene and Lymira grabbed two blankets from the pallets and together dashed from the tent to the
river. They were back in a few minutes, lugging the wet blankets between them, and they wrapped the
cool fabric over and around their little brother. He moaned once before lapsing into a restless deep.

Ever o carefully Gabrialaid her fingers on Coren's head and trickled some of her own considerable
grength through her fingertips into the boy's body. Athlone and Lymira watched and waited, while
Keene kept her hands pressed flat to Coren's arm, her eyes closed asif concentrating on something only
she could hear.

The spdl seemed to work at firgt. Coren's breathing dowed and the fiery red in his cheeks faded to
adull flush. Kelene opened her eyes, looked up a Gabria, and smiled. Then her amile dipped. "His heart
is beating fagter,” Kelene whispered.

Gabria, leaning closer, saw it was true. Coren's pulse pounded in his neck; he began to sruggle to
breathe.

"Mother, stop!" Kelene cried at once. "Stop! He can't take it.”

Gabria yanked her fingers away and stared in dismay a her son. His pulse dowed down to normd,
but the deadly red flush crept back into his face. When she touched him again, his skin was fiery hot.

"I'm sorry,” Kelene said, on the verge of tears. "His body couldnt tolerate the added strength. It was
meking his heart work too hard.”

Lymiralooked at her older sster with some surprise. "How did you know that?' she asked quietly,
but Kelene only glanced at her distracted parents and shook her head.

A hbitter glencefilled the chief’s tent. The family stared at one another in a confuson of anxiety and
dismay. No one knew what to say in the face of their disgppointment. They understood what had to be
done next---no matter how desperately they wanted to avoid it---but no one was ready to make the firg
move.

Gabrias own mind fdt parayzed. "I won't take him down there)" she whispered findly.

"We have to," said Athlone. The hard truth trembled on the edge of his voice.



Gabria shuddered asiif sheking off hiswords. "No!™

"Géabria, thereisno choice. We tried, but we can't stop hisfever. Now we have to keep the disease
from spreading.”

"It dready had" she hissed as she grasped Coren's hand in her own.
The chieftain blinked hard and nodded toward their daughters. "Do you want it to go farther?'

Gabria said nothing while she grappled with her fears. She knew Athlone was right, but she aso
knew that, so far, not one person had recovered from this disease. Every indinct in her screamed not to
abandon her little boy to the coundl tent.

Her chin lifted. "Then | will take him," she said quielly, "and | will stay with him."

Lymira gasped with dismay. Kelene looked wildly at ther father to stop Gabria. But he only looked
from Coren's feverish face to Gabria's set expression.

"It has been two days since you set up the hospitd. There are over forty sck people by now and
more coming every day. The heders are being overwhdmed,” she said, her voice soft and full of
resgnation. "They need help. If | go, | can give Coren and Tam the attention they need and do what | can
to ad the heders"

"You won't be able to come back here right away,” Athlone reminded her.

"Mother, you cant go” Lymira cried. Tears trickled down her far face, and her eyes were
enormous in the dim light.

Gabria touched her cheek. "I'll be dl right. Just pray to Amara to watch over Coren.” She scooped
the boy into her arms and stood up, her features fixed with a grim determination. The chieftain picked off
her golden cloak from aloop on the tent pole, draped it over her shoulders, and pushed aside the flap.

Gabria gave her daughters a amile of love and encouragement and, with Athlone a her sde, walked
out into the darkness. Nara and Eurus left their customary places by the tent to come with them. Slently
Athlone and Gabria made therr way down the empty paths toward the council grove. The night was
muggy and warm, and lightning flickered on the northern horizon. Coren lay dill, his eyes closed and his
fingers wrapped around the folds of Gabria's rumpled tunic.

At the edge of camp, Athlone stopped to say a few words to the guards. Gabria waited quietly
while they talked, treasuring these last few moments done with her son. She was saring a Coren's face
when, without warning, the two Hunnuli neighed a furious chalenge.

Gabrids head snapped up. Just beyond, in the dense black shadows of the night, hovered a form.
Tdl as aman, nebulous as smoke, it glowed with alurid red light that repulsed her. She curved her body
protectively over her son, her mouth twisted in asnarl of rage. "No! Stay away from me" she screamed.
"You will not get this child!"

In one mation, Athlone and the guards drew their swords and lunged toward the form. At the same
time, the Hunnuli charged forward. But Gabria was faster. Shifting Coren's weight to one arm, she raised
her free hand and sent a brilliant blue bolt of magica energy searing past the horses toward the phantom
figure. The bolt lit up the grass with its radiance as it stresked toward its target. It struck the form
dead-center, only to pass through and explode harmlessy on the ground behind it.

The ghadtly form emanated a sound like harsh laughter and vanished, leaving behind a putrid smdl of



rotten carrion. The men came to a stop by Gabria
"Gods abovel" One of the guards exclamed. "What was that thing?'

Gabria didn't answer. She had never seen athing like that before. "Did you recognize that form?"
ghe asked the Hunnuli.

Both horses were very agitated and upset. No, snorted Nara. Hunnuli have never known
anything like that.

It smelled foul, Eurus added, the disgust heavy in his thought.

Whatever the form was, Gabria knew without a trace of doubt thet it was evil. She had sensed a
powerful cognizance in that brief moment of vishility and had fdt an dmost papable aura of hate and
obsesson that sent her senses reding. She clasped Coren tighter to her chest. The being wanted
something, of that she was certain, something that seemed to be connected to this gathering and the
clangpeople. There had to be more than just coincidence that the form and the epidemic had appeared a
the sametime.

She glanced at Athlone as he did his sword back into its sheegpskin scabbard and saw the angry,
thoughtful lines on his face. He must have reached a Smilar conclusion, for he said, Tm going to talk to
Ordan." He took her arm, and they continued warily across the open space toward the grove of trees by
the river. The big tent in the center was lit from within by lamps and torches. They could see vague
shadows moving across the canvas walls and the black shape of Tam's Hunnuli where he stood patiently
by the tent, as close to his rider as he could be.

Even a that late hour there were people moving about the grove, some bringing in more supplies or
more Sck, some merdy waiting for news of their loved ones. A sad, wrenching undertone of moans,
cries of pain, and soft walling filled the night air.

At the open entrance to the tent, Athlone stopped his wife and, cupping her chin in his hands, he
looked down into the deep green jewds of her eyes to the love and courage he dways found there. "I
will do what | can," he said smply.

She leaned into his hand. "So will I."
He kissed her and Coren, then trudged away before his own courage faltered.

Gabriadid not wait to see him go. She was afraid if she did, she would go running after him. Instead
she forced hersdf to walk into the hot, noisy, reeking tent. Even then she dmost fled.

Too much had changed for the worse snce the tent had been transformed into a hospitdl.
Forty-seven people of dl ages now lay on pdlets in severd long rows. The dan heders had been
working in shifts nonstop, but they were too few to keep up with the endless task of hdping so many
serioudy ill people. The tent was a mess of discarded rags, bandages, dirty blankets, old poultices, and
buckets brimming with indescribable contents. The combined heavy amdls of blood, vomit, torch smoke,
and burning incense struck Gabrids nose in a raw stench. A few of the sck were crying, many were
unconscious, and judging from the dill, covered forms lying at one end of the tent, some were dready
dead. Worse, Gabria saw two of the heders, one Jehanan and the other a Wyifling, lying among the sick.

She was looking for a place to put Coren when Gehlyn came hurrying past the palets. "Lady
Gabria, please. Give me your son and leave. | will do what | can for him."

She took a close look at the hedler's face and was deeply concerned by what she saw. "You can



bardy take care of yoursdf, Gehlyn. Have you had any deep or food?"
He grimaced. "I'm not hungry.”
"You're not well, ether!”
"I can dill care for the Sck," he said forcefully, even though he looked like he could barely stand.

"So can |," Gabria returned mildly. "I am not leaving my son adone here.”

"But, Lady. . "

She shook her head. "Victims are coming faster than the hedlers can handle. You need hdp." Before
he could argue further, she found an open place in the row near Tam and laid Coren down on a blanket.
A gasp of digmay dipped out at the Sght of her friend. The poisonous boils had spread over Tam's body,
and even as Gabria stood immobile, the woman suddenly retched and vomited blood over her chest and
neck. The white cat meowed piteoudy.

Gehlyn picked up a scrap of doth and moved to dean up the blood, but Gabria plucked the rag
from hisfingers. Knedling by Tam's sde, she swalowed hard to force down her tears and gently wiped
away the blood and vomit.

Tam's eyes flickered open once, and a ghogtly smile crossed her lips. Then she sighed and dipped
agan into UNCONSCiOUSNESS.

Gabria looked up, stricken. "Have you found anything that will help these people?”

Gehlyn bowed his head, his gray gaze nearly lost in the shadows around his eyes. "Weve tried
evaything,” he groaned. "Every powder, poultice, infuson, herb, or mixture we could find. We
interrogated the merchants and searched through their foreign medicines. All in vain. There is nothing in
our experiences or our tales that gives us any help. The only thing that has given the sick some dight relief
isa plant from the north caled angelica. A merchant from Pra Desh had it. He said it was used in his city
to ward off the plague. We tried making a strong tea of cottonwood buds and angdlica, and it seems to
ease the fever for a short while, but we are dmost out of our supply.”

"Show mewhereitis" Gabria sad tersdly.

The heder hesitated while he tried to think of some way to get her to leave, then, with a weary
ghrug, he decided it was too late. The heders did need hep badly, and besides, it was very difficult to
win an argument againg Lady Gabria. He picked a way through the mess of debris, beongings, and
palets and led Gabria to the fire pit in the center of the tent. A amdl cauldron was SImmering over a low
bed of cods tended by a deepy young apprentice.

Gehlyn picked up a pitifully smdl handful of dried leaves and amdl white flowers. "This is dl there
is"

Without a reply, Gabria took them from his hand and went outsde the tent. Gehlyn followed
curioudy. He watched while she pulled severd handfuls of grass and put themin a pile by the entrance.

When she was satisfied, Gabria came to kned by the pile. She laid the angdica down beside it and
stayed there sudying the samdl white flowers, the thick stalks, and the leaves. The flowers had a fart,
honey like fragrance, and the stalk had a swest, hardy flavor that reminded Gabria of anise.

As s00n as she was certain that she knew the plant wel enough, she closed her eyes and began to



pul in the forces of magic around her. Her words formed a spdl that shaped the magic to her bidding;
her strength of will put the spdl into motion. She raised her hand over the pile of grass, and before
Gehlyn could ask what she was doing, she transformed the grass into a hegp of angelica

"It's not much," she said gpologeticaly as she handed the stalks to the hedler, "but 1've never tried
that godl with an unfamiliar plant. | will make more later if thisis effective.”

He gazed down at her handiwork and a weary amile warmed his face. "That's why you needed the
grass” he remarked.

Gabria touched the staks in his hand. "Magic-wielders cannot create things out of thin ar." She
sghed a breath of frudration. "There are a great many things we cannot do.”

"Wadl, thank you for the herbs" he said gratefully. "I don't suppose you can use magic to hed these
people.”

She bit her lip. "I've thought of nothing ese. But | don't know how. We have log dl the old ills™
"Didnt the sorcerers at Moy Tura have heding records?’

At the mention of Moy Tura, something shifted in Gabria's memory. There had been a reference to
an old heding guild in a book she had read in the library at the Citadd of Krath. A guild could explan
why there were no hedling spdllsin the Book of Matrah and the lack of oral history about heding spells.
"How do you know?" she asked.

Gehlyn said, "Piers told me when he gave me the heding stone.”

Ah, yes, the red heding stone---a priceess link to an ancient art, made soldy to remove traces of
harmful magic from avictim. Piers Arganosta had had it for years before passng it on to his apprentice.
Gabrias face grew very thoughtful.

She was about to reply when avoice caled to her from the night. Sayyed came hurrying toward her.
Gehlyn ordered him back, but Gabrialad ahand on the hedler's deeve and shook her head. “I'll tak to
him," she indsted Softly.

The hedler nodded once to her request and dipped back into the tent with the angelica.

"Garial" Sayyed cdled. "I saw you come out. | know she's dill dive. |s she getting better? May |
see hea?'

Gabriatried to find the words to answer, but her expression told him everything he needed to know.
His handsome face seemed to age before her eyes.

"For two days I've hoped,” he murmured. Abruptly he strode forward and seized her arms. "Please!
Let me see her! | don't careif | get sick. | have to see Tam!™

" carel" Gabria snapped. Her hands clenched his arams in turn, and she shook him. "She wouldn't
want you to see her like sheis, or to catch this plague. If you go into that tent, you will have to stay there
under quarantine. Then who will be with Rafnir? Who will take care of Tam's animds?' She spat out
anything she could think of to change hismind, but she might as wel have argued with awall.

He pulled her hands off and ran into the tent before she could stop him. By the time she reached
him, he was squatting by Tam's pallet, carefully mopping her face with one hand and scratching her white
cat with the other. Sadly Gabria left m done. Sayyed had made his own decison and could be as



implacable as she.

She spent the rest of that long, long night caring for her son, organizing the apprentices to clear up
the messin the tent, and feeding cupful after cupful of warm tea to every vicim who could Hill swalow.
Four more people died, induding Lord Morbiar, in the cool hours before dawn. Fifteen new victims were
left by terrified reatives at the entrance to the tent.

At sunrise the hedlers decided that they would need more tents for the sck and more help. They
sent a message to arrange a medting with the clan chieftains, then hitterly carried the bodies of the dead
out to the meadow where the previous funerd pyre had left a black, smoldering ring. There, grieving
familiesidentified their dead and another pyre was built. Gabria had a dread feding that it would not be
the lagt.

The clans sruggled as best they could that day to adjust to the panic and fear that was spreading
through the camps faster than the plague. Not adan had been left untouched by the disease; not an age,
rank, or sex was immune.

The worst of it was that no one could say for sure where this epidemic had sprung from. It had
come from nowhere like a lightning bolt that strikes dry tinder and sets off a fire sorm. Priest Ordan,
Lord Athlone, and Lady Gabria were forming their own vague opinions about what had bred the deadly
pedilence. But the vast mgority of the clanspeople had only their superditions and imaginations.
Speculation ran rife and, despite the patrolling guards and the drictly enforced curfews, rumors and
unrest spread through the camps like locusts as the people tried to find something or someone to blame,

Some believed the opening of the sealed mound had brought the wrath of Sorh down on the clans;
some thought the rivers had been poisoned; and others blamed the foreign merchants. A few, epecidly
among the priests and the Reidhar dan, blamed magic, and even they couldn't agree. Severd priests
decided the gods were punishing the clans for not rooting out the heresy of magic a ther fird
opportunity, while the Reidhar speculated that magic, an evil corrupting power, was itsdf out of control
and destroying al who stood in its way.

Whatever their reasoning, the people of Vdorian did everything they could think of to defend
themsalves and ther families againg the slent killer. They drank bitter draughts of bayberry and wine
vinegar to keep up their resstance to disease. On the advice of foregn merchants familiar with plagues,
the clanspeople hung bundles of rue and feverfew in ther tents, burned incense, and wore amulets of
amber to ward off the disease. All to no aval. People fdl ill in every corner of the gathering with no
apparent calise or reason.

To the dans the world around them became digointed and terrifying. The people didn't know who
or wha to trust or where to turn for hep. Nothing seemed to be safe. Families were torn apart by the
disease. Fights broke out among clan members over minor things, and discipline became increesingly
difficult. A party of Turic merchants had to be tracked down and forcibly returned to the gathering after
they tried to sneak away.

The chieftains did ther best to cam thar people and mantan some semblance of order, but they
were hard-pressed by the overwheming demands of their responsibilities. The death of Lord Morbiar hit
them hard, reminding them of their own vulnerability.

The chiefs spent most of that day superviang efforts in their own dans, so it was late afternoon
before the hedlers had the chance to tak to them in a group. Across an open space of fifteen paces,
Gehlyn and his companions faced Lord Athlone and seven other chiefs. Lord Terod was nowhere to be
seen, and Lord Dormar was dready within the tent in a fever-induced ddirium.



"We need more tents, more blankets, clothes, buckets, and Water. We dso need more food,"
Gehlyn told them.

Athlone turned to the other chiefs, who wearily nodded. Heders and chieftains dike were exhausted
from lack of deep and overwork. Lord Koshyn especidly was looking haggard under his tan. "Done”
Athlone replied.

Gehlyn went on grimly. "It would aso be a good idea to send crews to cut more wood and to dig a
large pit in the meadow.”

The sgnificance of his words was not logt on any of the chiefs. They dirred uneagly. "Is that
necessary?' demanded Lord Fiergan, his eyebrows drawn together in a fierce anger.

Gehlyn made a convulsive gesture of frustrated anger. "The dead mugt be burned. Do you want to
make matters worse by leaving them to rot? Do we dishonor our kingmen by throwing ther bodies in the
river? Do you want to be Ieft for the dogs and the carrion birds?"

Fiergan's scowl deepened. "All right, dl right. Well find woodcutters. Is that dl?*
"Yes" Gehlyn sghed. "For now."

The heders nodded ther thanks and waked back toward the tent. The chiefs looking grim,
prepared to leave to make the arrangements for the badly needed supplies.

Lord Athlone was talking to Koshyn when he saw Gabria come out of the tent. Relieved to see her,
he lifted his hand to wave. She was raisng her hand to return the gregting when dl a once she giffened.
Athlone saw her head jerk toward Tam's Hunnuli; he yanked his atention to the gdlion just intime to see
the horse suddenly shudder from nose to hed. At the same ingant, Athlone and every magic-wielder in
the vidnity were assaulted by a mentd scream of grief that brought them to their knees.

The black gdlion reared, his hooves dashing at the canvas tent, his head thrown so far back the
stunned people thought he would crash over backward. A long, heartrending cry tore from his throat.
The terrible sound echoed through the camps and brought everyone to a shocked standdtill.

Everyone but the other Hunnuli. They came gdloping to the grove from every direction until dl
thirty-three Hunnuli in the clans were gathered by Tam's gdlion. He reared again, and this time the other
horses neighed to him a message that sounded as mournful as a dirge. The moment his feet touched the
ground, he spun on his heds and gdloped from the grove toward the west. Transfixed, the clanspeople
watched him until he vanished somewhere into the hills.

Movement came back to the people in fits and Starts as they tried to understand what had just
happened.

"By dl that's haly," exploded Fergan. "What was thet dl about?’

Athlone kndlt on the ground, his body sheking. With Koshyn's help, he managed to dimb to his feet
and draighten under a crushing weight of sorrow. "A magic-widder has died,” he told them. "Tam, the
wife of my friend, Sayyed. That was her Hunnuli." He closed his eyes, wishing more than anything he
could break quarantine and go to hiswife.

Gabria was kneding by the tent entrance, her head buried in her hands. "Nara" she cried in misary.
She fdt the Hunnuli mare close by, and she reached out to grab the horse's knee.

Usng Nara's fordeg for support, Gabria pulled hersdf to her feet. She buried her face in the mare's



thick, black mane,
"What happened? Where did he go?"' she cried.
Heis gone. Naratold her.
"Gone! Gone where?'

The mar€'s thoughts were dmaost more than Gabria could bear. He and Tam were as one. Without
her he cannot be whole again. He will go where he can join her.

Grief rolled over Gabria. She dung to her horse, sobbing for the double loss of her dear friend and
the Hunnuli that was Nara's second-born. It was dl Gabria could do to leave the mare and sumble into
the tent. She made her way to Tam's palet where Sayyed was Stting, Saring down a his wifé's dill
body. Her face was peaceful in spite of the ravages of the plague, but the vibrant expresson and the
livdy light of her eyes was gone.

Sayyed did not move when Gabria sat down beside him. He said nothing as she leaned againg his
shoulder, tears gill Sreaming down her face. His entire body was rigid and straight as a lance.

His face was drained of dl humor, feding, and warmth. He sat oblivious to everything: to Gabria, the
adtivity in the tent, to the Hunnuli dill gathered outside, and to the white cat huddled miserably by his
knee. He amply stared a Tam's white face asif he could not believe what he was seeing.

Gabria watched him and fdt her heart break. When he made no move to cover Tam's face, Gabria
gently wrapped a blanket over the woman's body and left Sayyed aone. Cold and aching, she went to St
by her son and wondered how much longer Coren would be able to fight for hislife

The rest of the afternoon passed quielly enough. The clanspeople, deeply shocked by the
disappearance of Tam's Hunnuli, were subdued and pensve. A magic-wieder and Hunnuli had not died
in the years ance Gabria befriended Nara, and no one, not even the magic-wielders, had redized how
permanent the friendship between horse and rider could be. The people wondered what was going to
happen if another magic-widlder died. Had Tam and her horse been unique, or would other Hunnuli leave
to join ther ridersin the redim of the dead?

No one fdt indined to ask the Hunnuli themsalves. The horses remained outside the council tent,
keeping vigll with Sayyed in his grief. Slent and ill, they waited while the long, difficult day waned to a
close.

It was late evening before Sayyed irred. From outside the tent, the loved voice of his Hunnuli,
Afer, spoke soundlesdy into his thoughts. Rafnir is here, Sayyed. He wishes to come in.

A jolt of dread brought him out of his stupor. "No!" he rasped. "Keep him out." With an effort he
climbed to hisfet, his knees diff as old wood, and lifted Tam into his ams. Her dight body was lighter
then the lagt time he had carried her, but the weight of his grief was dmost more than he could bear.
Ohlivious to those around him, he staggered outside and came face-to-face with the Hunnuli herd waiting
for him. Their large, luminous eyes glimmered with pale stars in the deep twilight; their shapes were ebony
shadows.

Behind them, he saw Rafnir pacing, sadness, anger, and frugtration douding hislean face. The young
men stopped when he saw hisfather and the wrapped body in his arms. Lord Athlone, Kelene, Lymirg,
and Savaron came to stand beside Rafnir. Gabria emerged from the tent and joined the Hunnuli.

In slence, Afer stepped up to Sayyed. The warrior placed his wifes body on the gdlion's broad



back, and they walked together toward the meadows where the other bodies of the dead had gone to
the funera pyres. Nara, Demira, Eurus, the rest of the black horses, the sx Khulinin, and one little white
cat followed behind.

The funerd fires from that day had burned down to hot embers that glowed ydlow and orange in the
dusk. A priest of Sorh stood guard over the place and two more bodies that had been brought thet
afternoon. He made no protest when Sayyed and Gabria began to pile more wood onto the coals. In
minutes the fire was blazing again in long, dancing flames thet leaped toward the stars.

While the priest chanted the prayers of the dead and the Hunnuli watched, Sayyed carried Tam's
body to the pyre. He paid no attention to the smoke that sung his eyes or the heat that anged his hands
and deeves, he didn't hear the roar of the hungry flames. All he could see was Tam's long, brown braid
that dropped out of the blanket wrappings as he pushed his wife into the fire. He stared, hollow-eyed,
while the brown hair and its bright ribbons smoked and burst into orange flame. Gabria had to pull him
back before his own clothes caught fire.

The priest, the mourners, and the Hunnuli watched the fire burn long into the night. So intent were
the people on the pyre, they did not see Sayyed mount Afer and disappear into the night.

* * % % %

The sun was hot and highin the sky before Rafnir found his father gtting on Afer at the top of aridge
severd leagues from the Tir Samod. The warrior was staring out over the bluffs of the Goldrine River
toward the south. His expresson was hopeessy blesk; his body sagged in the filthy, smoky clothes he
hed worn for four days.

Rafnir's Hunnuli came quietly to stand by Afer, who turned his head in gregting. The young man sat
on his horse without saying a word and waited for his father to notice him.

Sayyed dirred after awhile. "'l dmogt left," he said, his gaze dill far to the south. "l was going to go
back to the desert.”

Rafnir shifted on his horse's back. He wasn't surprised. There was 4ill a lot of Turic left in Sayyed's
heart. "I hope you won'," he murmured.

With an effort, the warrior shook his head. "Even with her gone, there is dill more for me here” His
voice nearly choked off, then he pushed on. "It seems s0 sensdless. | can't believe she's gone” There was
litle Rafnir could say to that. He couldnt believe it ether. The fact of his mother's death was too
enormous for him to face so soon. He swalowed hard and said, "Lady Gabria asked me to find you. She
wants your hep.”

Sayyed bowed his head and turned Afer back toward the gathering. He didnt ask what Gabria
wanted. He was too numb to care. All that mattered in the haze of his pain was that she needed him.

The council grove was in an uproar when Sayyed and Refnir returned. Seven new tents, borrowed
from severd different clans, had been erected in the grove near the coundil tent. A surprisng number of
peaple were moving back and forth between them.

"At lagt count over eighty people are Sck," Refnir explained. "The heders gave up trying to handle it
aone. They've decided to dlow anyone who dares attend to the sick---as long asthey stay quarantined.”



Sayyed accepted this news with adull nod. Then his atention was drawn to two widdy separated knots
of people that had gathered on the point of land between the rivers near the shore of the sacred idand. It
was obvious from the distant noise and angry gestures on dl sdes that severd arguments were inful cry.

The two Hunnuli lengthened their siride to atrot that carried them across the river's ford and up the
bank into the grove. Sayyed saw Gabria, Gehlyn, and severd heders sanding in one isolated group while
Lords Athlone and Koshyn, in the forefront of another group, were sanding nearly in the water of the
river's confluence. Athlone had findly urged' Ordan to leave the temple long enough to talk to him, and he
was spesking animatedly with the priest as severd dan chieftains, a party of bazear merchants, and a
hendful of other people quarreed and jostled around them.

"Lord Athlone, this Stuation isintolerablel™ a merchant from the south was hallering. "We will not be
hed here againg our will." Lord Fiergan, his eyebrows brisling, was berating Gabria and the heders
across the space that divided them. "Why aren't you doing more to find a cure? What good are dl of
your powders and teasif you can't even stop afever?'

"We're running low on fresh meat. If we don't send hunters out soon, well have to start butchering
some of the stock," a second chieftain was saying.

And Lord Terod, ajagged edge in his voice, was tdling anyone who would lisen, "I think we should
leave this place. The gods have put a curse on us here. Let's go back to our own holdings where the
plague can't reach us™

Inthe midgt of dl the racket, Athlone ignored the merchants and his fdlow chiefs and continued to
tak urgently to Ordan. His hands made short, pointed gestures as he spoke.

Sayyed watched it dl asif from along distance. He had no red interest in what was being said, for it
was taking dl of his concentration and strength to keep the fierce grief in his heart from tearing him apart.
He sat on Afer near the hedlers group and waited for Gabria to acknowledge him.

He might have sat there dl day if a frantic yowl hadn't suddenly pierced through the noise around
him. Sayyed's back snapped straight, his hands clenched into fists, and aroar of fury burst from hislips.

A priest in red robes was griding through the grove toward the river, carrying Tam's cat by the
soruff of the neck. He held the druggling anima up high, and over the voices of the people he shouted,
"Hereis the cause of our afliction! Thisforeign vermin beast! Look &t it. It is white, the color of sorcery,
the color of evil. | say drown it! Sacrifice this creature to appease the godd™

Before he could think about what he was doing, Sayyed raised his hand and sent a blast of blue
energy exploding into the ground at the priest's feet. The man stopped as if he had walked into a tree.
The whole council grove was stunned into slence.

"Put that cat down!" bellowed Sayyed. "She is nothing more than an animd, a pet. She is no more
evil than adog or a horse, and if you harm one hair on her, I'll sear you where you stand!”

"Blagphemy!" screeched the outraged priest.

"Put it down, Seit," Ordan demanded in a voice that brooked no argument. "The cat is not the
cause of our caamity.”

The younger priet's am dropped rductantly. Red-faced and fuming, he flung the cat away and
watched in disgust as she streaked through a forest of human legs and leaped franticaly up Sayyed's boot
to land in his Igp. Once there, she crouched, ears flat, and hissed at the priest.



"And you, Sayyed, owe these people an apology,” Ordan sad fiercely. "I know you are distraught,
but it is againgt dan law to use the Trymian force in the coundl grove.”

Apologizing was the lagt thing Sayyed wanted to do. His fury was aroused and any emation fdt
better than the grief that filled his heart. Unfortunately, Ordan was correct. Sayyed knew he could not
make matters right by venting his rage with magic. He dismounted and, holding the cat tightly, bowed
before Ordan. "Forgive me" he sad, forcng the words past his anger. "This cat has become very
precious to me"

Ordan's eyebrows eased out of thar frown. "That is no excuse for bresking the council's lawvs™ he
sad alittle less angrily.

"SO punish hm!" shouted Serit. The priest came samping up to Ordan. He was a Murjik,
short-legged, stocky, and flat faced. His disgust for magic was afact he voiced a every opportunity. "If it
isnot that beast, then what is the reason for this plague that kills us? | say it is the flagrant use of magic
that has angered our gods." Athlone made awarning noise in his throat that Serit ignored. "Fulfill the laws,
Ordan! Perhaps the deeth of this heretica hesthen will appease the gods wrath againg us™

Sayyed clenched his jaw and ground out, "There have been too many deaths dready, priest. Your
gods should be ddighted by now!" He fdt awarning hand on his deeve and looked to see Gabria by his
sde, her grimy, tired face full of concern.

"Magic has nothing to do with this™ Lord Koshyn argued.

Fergan snorted. "How do you know? How can we be certain that sorcery has not angered the

gods?"

"Why would Sorh wait twenty-three years to punish us for dlowing sorcery to return to the dans?'
demanded Kashyn irritably.

The Reidhar chief glared. "Why not? Who is to say why the immortas do anything?”

"Your priestd” Sayyed snapped. "Dont they study the stars and the omens? Don't they pray and
dng day and night? Why don't they have an answer?'

"Sometimes there is no answer,” Ordan replied heavily.

At that, the uproar broke out agan on dl sdes. Seit shouted & Ordan, and Lord Kaoshyn
exchanged heated comments with Fiergan. Gehlyn was trying to say, "It's just a disease, like smdlpox or
the deeping fever. Does there have to be an excuse?'

"I dill think we should take our clans away from here,” Terod ingsted.

Voices rose higher and louder uniil findly a piercing whidle split the noise. All eyes turned in
agonishment to Gabria. Her husband amiled gratefully.

"Thank you," she said into the slence. "Ordan, my husband has told you of my vison and the strange
gopaition | have seen. Do you know what to make of thet?"

Ordan looked troubled. "Others have reported to me of seeing this glowing figure, Lady. It is
goparently growing stronger and becoming more visble. But nothing in our traditions can tdl me what this
portends.”

"What are you talking about?' demanded Fergan.



Lord Athlone answered, "An unearthly form like a man that walks a night and glows with an eerie
light. Severd of us have seen it.”

"Could that be the cause of our plague?' Koshyn asked the priest.
"Possibly. The coincidence of its appearance at thistimeis very provoking,” said Ordan.

Gehlyn threw up his hands. "Apparition, poisoned water, magic, or curses. The results are the same.
People are dying! We must find away to cure this disease!™

"Thereis one posshility," said Gabria. She ddliberately looked a Ordan, Sayyed, and Gehlyninturn
before she finished, "The city of the sorcerers. Moy Tura™

FHergan sneered. "Of dl the dung-headed ideas. How is that cursed old ruin going to hep us now?'
But Gehlyn understood. "The heders”" he breathed.

Gabria nodded. "Before the downfdl of sorcery and the massacre of the sorcerers, the art of heding
was more advanced. Maybe these heders who lived in Moy Tura knew of plagues like this maybe they
found away to fight them and |eft a description of that curein their records. If we could find those---"

"And if horses had wings they could fly!" Fergan interrupted scornfully. "Are you sure you're not
feverish, Lady? Those sound like the ravings of an over-heated head.”

"I haven't heard you offer any suggestion, feverish or otherwise" the sorceress retorted. "It's a
chance only. A dim one a best. But wha do we have to lose? Send a gmdl paty of
magic-widders---their Hunnuli are the only horses that could get there in time---and have them search
the ruins”

"What about the Korg, the sone lion that guards the city?' asked Rafnir.
"Thet is a danger they will have to face" admitted Gabria

Gehlyn said, "What if they get sick?"

"That, too, is a chance they mug be prepared for."

Fergan was 4ill not convinced. "This sounds like afool's misson to me”

Gabriarounded on him, firein her eyes. "Yes, but with the surviva of our people at stake, shouldn't
wetry every posshility . . . no matter how foolish?'

Sayyed had been glent during this exchange while he stared at the white cat in his ams. He knew
now why Gabria had summoned him. This plan of hers was not an inspiration that had popped into her
mind at that moment. She had been thinking about it for some time. That was as obvious as the look of
inquiry that she was giving him, as clear as the dark smudges of grief that darkened her jewe-green eyes.
She didnt want to ask him, he knew, but he was the oldest, most experienced magic-widder after
Athlone and hersdlf, and he had been to Moy Tura once aready.

Sharp and biting, his anger flared again. Something he could not fed or see or sense had killed his
wife, some invisble enemy he could not burn with magic or hack with a sword. If there was a chance, no
meatter how risky or foolish, to fight this crud killer, he would find it for the sake of Tam, for the sake of
those people he loved poised on the brink of death.

He held the white cat close and said to everyone, "Il go." Ordan's wrinkled face creased into a hdf



gmile "Your crime of usng sorcery in the coundl grove is absolved, magic-widder. The journey to Moy
Turashould be punishment enough. ™

CHAPTER FIVE

Kaene stood flabbergasted when her father told her she was to go with Sayyed's party to Moy
Tura

Her fird reaction was "No!" Her response did not spring from fear. Part of it came from smple
habit---her father informed her she had to do something, she automaticdly sad "no." The rest of it was
amply confusion.

"Why?" she demanded. "Why do | have to go? What possible good will | do?!

Lord Athlone had no red answer for that because he wasn't sure why Gabria had ingsted that
Keene go. "Because we want you to," he said flaly.

"That's ridiculous” Kelene limped around the tent, flinging newly washed clothes around in aflurry of
agitaion. She and Lymira had taken over the duties of keegping the family tent and preparing meds, but
Keene was s0 upset she gave no thought to the laundry she had just finished. She turned to her father
agan, her dark eyes as hard and piercing as her grandfather Savaric's used to be when he was in his
worgt temper. "Father, you know | cant ride Ishtak that far, and | have no Hunnuli to ride. 1 would be
better off here where | can help you than traipsing off across the plains after some moldy old records that
probably don't even exist. Send Savaron or Lymiraif you have to send someone.”

Athlone crossed his arms, his expresson implacable. "Savaron is going. Lymira is too young. We
will find a mount for you to ride. Now you will pack some clothes and whatever beongings you need and
you will be in the council grove before the sun moves another handspan.” Kelene was about to argue
further when the tight note in her father's voice made her stop pacing and take a good look a him. She
was immediady struck by how the past days had taken ther tall on the powerful chieftan. His tanned
face was gray, and lines of worry and grief cut deep around his fegtures. His eyes were sunken into dark
crdes of fatigue.

For the firg time, Kelene was forced to face the fact that' her strong, loving father and mother were
not invulnerable. They could become victims of this hideous sickness as reedily as Coren. What if they
fdl ill and there was no help for them? Kelene could not bear the thought of losng her parents. So, what
if her mother was right and there redly was an answer in Moy Tura?

Kelené's stubborn resistance crumbled, and she squared her shoulders in a gesture that was totaly
hers. "All right! If you think it will do any good to send me, I'll go,” she announced.

Athlone made a mock hdf bow. "Thank you." He turned on his hed and Ieft the tent without another
word.



Kelene stared after him, torn by resentment, anger, love, and fear. Then she snatched up her saddle
pack and began to scuff clothes into it without thought or heed. Her sigter's favorite gauze vel, her
father's leather gloves, and Corin's torn pants found their way into her pack before she redlized what she
was doing. Irritably she pulled everything out, bit her lip in thought, and started over.

She was about to toss Coren's pants aside when an idea occurred to her. Why not? the young
woman thought. If her mother had done it, so could she. She dug around in a bundle of old
clothes---things too old to fit their former wesarers but too ussful yet to throw away---and found a pair of
Savaron's drawstring pants cast aside when he moved to his own tent. Woven of undyed heavy cotton,
they would be tough enough for along journey but not too heavy for summer heet.

Kelene pulled them on, and with the judicious use of her smdl dagger, she altered them enough to fit
her shorter legs. She tied the waist drings tight around her dender waist and nodded. The pants were
baggy, but they would do. A bright red tunic laced down the front and her soft leather boots finished her
outfit.

After that, she packed more carefully, taking only a thick blanket to deep on, a few clean short
tunics, the salit-legged skirt her mother had made for her, and some basic necessities. Last of dl she
tucked in the lesther medicine bag the heder Riers had given her many years ago. She usudly used the
contents only on her horses, but the bag might be useful on atrip like this.

Jugt before she Ieft the tent, Kelene coiled her har behind her head to get it out of the way and
grabbed her golden clan cloak and her packs. Backward glances were for weeklings, she decided on her
way out. Yet she paused at the tent flgp and glanced around at the empty home. So many frightening
thoughts crowded into her mind of what she could find here when she returned---if she returned---that
she wanted to dash back ingde and tie the tent flap tight againg the future,

Unfortunately that would be usdess, she thought, giving her head a rueful shake. They would only
send Savaron to drag her out. She shouldered her pack and limped dowly down the path toward the
counal grove beside the sparkling rivers.

By the time she arrived a the edge of the grove, a group of clanspeople and the rest of the party
were dready waiting for her. Savaron was there and Sayyed, whom Kelene had expected, as wel as
three other magic-widders she knew from when they studied with her mother. They dl greeted her, and
she was abouit to return their greeting when she saw Rafnir mounted, packed, and obvioudy ready to go.
Her heart sank. She was going to be stuck on a long, dangerous journey with her arch rivd? The
obnoxious, crop-toting rogue who took malicious ddight in annoying her at every opportunity?

Already he was gving her clothes an appreciative grin, abeit atired one. "Want to ride with me?' he
caled.

"I'd rather walk," Kelene snapped and wondered if she could change her mind about going. She
would be usdess on this journey, a cripple who wouldnt widd magic. What had her mother been

thinking?

Asif reeding her daughter's thoughts, Gabria came up behind Kelene and said quietly, "l won't hug
you because | am unclean, but | wanted to tdl you that | am proud of you for going.”

"I didn't have much choice" Kelene pointed out irritably, turning to face her mother.

Gabria nodded sadly. "Yes, you did. You have never done anything in your life that you did not
agreeto.”



"But why do you want me to go? If you're trying to get me out of the plague, it won't work.
Savaron, Sayyed, and | have dl been close to sick people.”

"No, I'm not trying to send you to safety. If | wanted that, | wouldn't have suggested that you go
over two hundred leegues away to a ruin guarded by a crazy stone lion." Gabria lifted her hand asiif to
reach out to her daughter. "You have reached a difficult place in your life, Kelene, where you mugt
choose a place for yoursdf in the clans. There is more to your womanhood than racing horses. | hope
perhaps this journey will help you decide what you want to do." Kelene made a sound like a hdf-laugh,
haf-snort of dishdief, and Gabria amiled a weary grimace. "Youll understand someday. Just say | sent
you to take care of your brother. He can't boil water to feed himsdf." She paused and brought out a
wrapped bundle. "I brought some angdlica for you. | want you to take it, just in case. Now | have only
one more thing to add." She took two brooches from the pouch on her belt and held them up to the sun.
Two dazzling, saintillating lights flashed in her hands. "This is the Fallen Star given to your grandfather by
Lord Medb, and thisis the Watcher that we found after Medb's death. Do you remember?”

Kelene nodded. The magnificent gems were a part of the stories she had grown up with. They were
ensorcelled with a spdl that enabled the bearer of the Watcher to see through the two gems to the
wearer of the Falen Star. Amazement warmed her when Gabria tucked the Watcher into the bundle of
angdica and tossed it into Kelene's hands.

"Dont worry," Gabria said lightly. "You do not need to use magic to make this work. Smply
concentrate on its center, and it will show you what the Star sees™ She fastened the other brooch to her
own dress and tapped its brilliant surface. "We won't be able to tak to one another, bur as long as the
Star'slight is bright, 1 will know you are dive. Any time you want to check on us, you have only to look."

Kelene pinned the brooch to her tunic, trying hard to keep the tears from her eyes. "Thank you,
Mother," she said. She surreptitioudy wiped her face and added, "But | gill don't have a mount.”

Gabria chuckled. "I wondered about that, too. Savaron's Hunnuli could carry you, but it would be
hard on him to carry a double load on such along journey.”

"S0?' Kelene nudged.
"So. We found a volunteer."

"Who?' There were only a few young Hunnuli in the dans who had not dready befriended a
magic-wielder, and the others would never willingly leave their riders for any length of time.

"Demira," answered her mother.
"Demira She's only atwo-year-old.”

But I'm a strong two-year-old, alight, diginctly feminine voice spoke in Kelene's mind. And don't
forget, my dam's second-born went all the way to Pra Desh when he was only a baby. The black
filly came up beside Kelene and shook her head in greeting, her mane rippling like ebony water.

The young woman looked full into the Hunnuli's large, lustrous eyes. "You wish to bear me dl the
way to Moy Tura?'

Yes.

"I cannot promise you anything more than good care and companionship. | am not a magic-wieder.”



A wise light, dmost like aglint of humor, shifted in Demiras eyes. | know.

"Wdk with Amara, my daughter,” Gabria said to Kelene, then she backed away so Athlone and
Lymira could come to say goodbye. Quietly the chieftain helped cinch the saddle pad to Demiras back.
Hunnuli usudly did not tolerate a bridle or saddle, but on long journeys they accepted a blanket or saddle
pad for their riders comfort and their own. Demira, though, had never worn any kind of tack before, and
she snorted as Athlone pulled the cinch tight around her barrd. Kelene's pack and two saddlebags of
supplies were added to the load.

Kelene patted Demirds neck. "Are you sure about this?'
Just get on! was thefilly's tart reply.

Kelene looked up at the Hunnuli's broad back and grimaced. Although only two, Demiras withers
were dready leve with Kelene's eyes. This horse was quite a bit taler than Ishtak, and that could pose a
problem. When Athlone offered her a leg up, however, she declined. "I have to learn to do this
eventudly,” she sad.

Grabbing the filly's mane in one hand and the saddle pad in the other, she hopped high on her good
foot, then hauled hersdlf up with her arms until she could hook her crippled foot over the Hunnuli's other
sde. It wasn't graceful, but it worked. She settled down onto Demiras back.

Relax, thefilly told her. You're as stiff as a tent pole.

"It'sjust odd not to have reinsin my hands" Keene sad uneadly. To give her hands something to
do, she reached down and rubbed Demiras neck, mising the look of satisfaction that passed between
her parents.

After that, the good-byes went quickly, and Keene rode over to join the others who had just
finished dividing the rest of the supplies. Sayyed, with a glazed, distant look in his eyes, sat motionless on
Afer, waiting patiently to leave. The white cat sat on the blanket in front of him. As soon as Kelene joined
the group, Sayyed raised hisfig to sdute Lord Athlone.

"Farewd| on your journey, dansmen!” Athlone responded, returning the salute.

Other well-wishers shouted their blessings and good-byes as the little group began to trot from the
grove toward the north. No one said a word about the dread fedingsin their hearts that perhaps this was
the last time they would see one another.

Gabria watched her children go---like two arrows that she and Athlone had smoothed and shaped
and et ladt let fly.

Would ther flights be straight and true or wobbly and torn by the winds of fate? Where would they
land, those two precious arrows? She found hersdf crying soundless tears. She watched the black
Hunnuli through her blurry, sparkling tears until they were mere dots againg the golden hills far away.
Then she drew along breath and tried to bury her anxiety within. There were many troubles close at hand
that required atention; she should not waste her strength fretting about something over which she had no
control.

Gabria was about to return to her littlest child when something made her pause. She stopped, her
head high, her attention searching inward to seek for the odd sensation that disturbed her mind.

Athlone noticed the strange look in her face and came as close as he dared. As chieftain, he had
decided to keep himsdf separate from those tending the sick so he could continue to help the other chiefs



and maintain order in his clan. But that didn't mean he liked the distance he was forced to keep from his
wife and son. At that moment, he wanted desperately to take Gabriain his ams. "What isit?" he caled
to her.

"Something has changed," Gabria answered, her voice puzzled.
"What do you mean?"
Her shoulders shifted dightly. Tm not sure. It's as if some feding has left me”

"That's odd. Areyou sureit isnt just the rdief of sending someone out to do something that might be
helpful?"

"Thereistha, but thisis different. . . like the ease of an apprehension or fear I'd grown used to."
Athlone sent her atired grin. "Maybe that's a good sgn.”

The sorceress took one lagt look to the north where the travelers had disappeared. "I hope" she
sad doud. But even from fifteen paces away, Athlone heard the doubt in her voice.

* * % % %

As s00n as they |eft the gathering, the seven Hunnuli found the faint trall that pointed north, and they
stretched out into a smooth canter. League after league through the hot summer afternoon the horses ran,
astireless as the endless winds that chased the dust of ther passing. They soon Ieft the valey of the Tir
Samod behind and came up onto the long, ralling grasdands that stretched unbroken to the horizon and
beyond. To therr Ieft flowed the ISn River in adlvery trail of shdlow white rapids, dark green pools, and
mud bars where otters and muskrats played. Overhead was the great blue bowl of the sky.

Many people who traveled the scattered trails and caravan routes that crisscrossed the high plains
found the Ramtharin grasdands desolate and empty beyond tolerance. Hot in the summer, cold in the
winter, and often dangerous, the plans did not attract large numbers of settlers. Yet the nomadic
clanspeople who had lived with this land for five hundred years could not imegine living anywhere dse.
The land had become their bones, the rivers and streams ther blood, and the vast, wind-sung spaces had
become thar souls. As tough and enduring as the plains they loved, the people of Vadorian had made this
relm of wind and grass an inseparable part of themselves.

They had survived drought, floods, storms, blizzards, war, and rebellion to spread to the far corners
of the plains and build a society that was strong in kinship and tradition.

But, Kelene wondered to hersdf while she rode beside the ISn River, would those srengths be
enough to save the clangpeople in ther present disaster? Would the ties of blood and custom hold the
clans together in the face of such a devadtating plague long enough for help to be found?

She had never given much thought to the clans past or future. Her people had dways just been
there, the unheraded backbone of her life. But now they were facing possible extinction. The notion of dl
eeven dans disgppearing from the Ramtharin Flains frightened her more than she imagined. That couldn't
happen! Some people had to be saved to carry on the blood and traditions and history that went back
beyond Moy Tura, beyond Vdorian and the Tarn Empire, back to a long-forgotten time when the firg
clanspeople befriended a horse and began to move east. That ancient society was worth preserving.



All a once Kelene chuckled a hersdf. This was a change. It had been a long time since her
introgpection had moved beyond horses, racing, and her foot. In fact, this afternoon was full of changes:
leaving her parents and her dan for the fird time and riding on a misson with a company of
magic-wieders. It was enough to turn anyone's mind to unfamiliar musings

It was very different, too, to be stting on a horse that did not try to throw her into a patch of prickly
pear or jar her spine to jdly. She had never ridden a horse whose gait was so smooth or whose back fit
her seat S0 comfortably. After Ishtak, Demira seemed to float effortlesdy over the ground like a black
cloud scudding before the wind.

Thefilly seemed to sense her thoughts, for she asked with a hint of wistfulness, Do you like to run?
Keene threw her dark musngsto the wind. "Yed"
Then hold on.

Demira lunged forward into a full gdlop over the tredess ground. Her neck stretched out; her
nodrils flared to catch the air; her stride lengthened until her legs were a blur and only their shadows kept

pace.

Kelené's bresth was snatched away by the speed of the Hunnuli's run. She fdt Demira's mane whip
her face and the wind burn her ~yes, but she paid no attention. She had never experienced anything like
thid Thisincredible, exhilarating, ddlirious speed. Ishtak was fast, but Demira was an arrow. On the filly's
back the young woman knew grace and speed and freedom like an eaglein the sun. Kelene flung out her
ams, threw back her head, and laughed as she had not laughed for years.

Far behind them, Sayyed watched the girl and the Hunnuli go and made no move to bring them
back. He knew thefilly was too sengble to get lost. Although he wasn't sure why Gabria had inssted that
Keene come with him, he thought he began to understand when she and Demira findly came back,
panting, swegting, and thoroughly pleased with themsdves.

As the filly dowed to a more sedate canter and fdl in beside Afer, Sayyed glanced a the young
womean on the Hunnuli's back. He had never seen her look so beautiful. The wind and excitement had
turned her cheeks to aglowing pink, loose strands of hair floated in a hdo around her face, and her eyes
were shimmering like sunlight through black glass. His pain receded a little in the face of her joy, and he
amiled & her, as, pleased as her own father.

"I never knew it could be like that," she said, scratching Demira's neck.
Sayyed agreed. "l often think that riding a Hunnuli is as close to flying as we can get."

Keene started at hiswords and stared at him in surprise. A look of speculation dowly spread over
her face, and she fdl quiet asif deep in thought.

Behind her, adtride his Hunnuli, Rafnir was a'so staring. It had not occurred to him before how pretty
Keene could be. He had dways annoyed her, competed with her, or smply ignored her because she
hed never shown the dightest interest in anyone but her horses. Now he was seeing a new sde of her,
and the intent look of reflection in her face intrigued him.

What had piqued her interest S0 deeply? He started to wonder if there was more to this girl than the
ability to win races. His own curiogty sparked, Rafnir kept his eye on her the rest of the afternoon.

The amdl party stopped briefly a sunset to rest the Hunnuli and have a quick med. While the others
unpacked fruit, tral bread, and dried mesat, Sayyed took his prayer rug to the bank of the river to say his



evening prayers. As the western sky kindled to gold, then red, then purple, and the deep star bright night
poured over him, the warrior stayed on his knees, his head pressed to the ground and his heart ful of
tears he had not yet shed for Tam. The white cat crouched beside him like a ghosily sentindl.

Kelene watched for a time, then turned away, her heart sad. Sayyed's grief was a personal matter;
she did not want to intrude with needless words or unwanted pity. She sat down by Demira to eat her
meeger med. Around her, the Hunnuli were grazing and the other clanspeople were taking, egting, and
dretching their diff legs.

Rafnir and Savaron were Stting together, their heads bent over a broken pack they were trying to
fix.

Nida, a Jehanan woman wel into her thirtieth year, was brushing the dried sweat from her Hunnuli's
coat. Nidla had aways known she had a tadent for magic but had not learned to use her power until her
hushand died, leaving her done and free to seek her own way. Kelene had liked Nida from the first day
ghe rode into the Khulinin winter camp to find Gabria eght years before. Square-jawed and
unpretentious, Nigla kept her unruly red hair tied behind her head with a leether thong and wore an old
split-skirt and brown tunic.

Morad was different. A young, cocksure Geldring, he had charged into magic like a bull and
frequently got himsdf in trouble with spells he could not control. His physical build reminded Kelene of a
bull, too. Muscular and brash from his traning as a warrior, the stocky Geldring was a dangerous
opponent when aroused.

His younger brother, Tomian was quieter and more careful with a power he was just beginning to
understand. Although he was smdler than his brother and not as proficient with weapons, he had an
excdlent eye for detal and was a superb tracker and hunter. .

Both brothers, though gill under Gabrias tutelage, planned to return to their danin a year or two.
They, like Savaron and Rafnir, had volunteered to come with Sayyed. Nida, Kelene suspected, had
been asked to come as a chaperon for her.

Kelene finished her med and brushed the crumbs from her lap. In the process she noticed the
Waitcher on her tunic sparkling with countless points of new sarlight. Curious, she pulled it off and held it
in her cupped hands. The Watcher tingled under her touch with a fant pulse of magic power. The gem
was round, faceted on the sides to enhance its beauty, and flat across the top. It was set in a cloak
brooch of findy woven gold.

Her mother had said she had only to concentrate to see into its heart, so she focused her attention
down into the scintillating interior. Nothing happened for a while. The stone remained cold and lifdessin
her hands. Kelene was trying harder to shut out the distractions around her when dl of a sudden, she
heard it-the low, fant sobbing of someone in despair. The sound seemed to be emanding from the jewd,
for it was very soft and distant, yet its grief cut Kelene to the heart.

Gradudly an image began to form in the stone's center. The scene was sheking dightly from her
mother's movement, but it was there in full detail. Tiny a fird, the picture grew larger in Kelene's sght
until she could clearly make out the dim interior of the council tent. There were the rows of sick, the fire
inthe centra hearth, and the busy heders. Then the scene moved down as Gabria gpparently bent over,
and Kelene saw her little brother's face for the firg time snce Gabria had carried him out of their tent to
go into quarantine.

A sob jerked out of her, and the Watcher fdl to her feet. She wrapped her aams around her knees
and began to cry.



"Kedend What's wrong?' someone said worriedly.

She looked up in surprise to see Rafnir bending down beside her. Savaron and the others were
crowding around. "Coren is dead,” she told Savaron through her tears. Her older brother went visbly
pae and stood hunched in the darkening night as if someone had punched him. Nida and Rafnir squatted
down beside Kelene.

“I'm sorry,” Rafnir said so quietly Kelene dmogt didn't hear him.

His sympathy and unexpected solicitude jabbed a raw nerve. She moaned, "Your mother is dead
and | didn't say anything to you. Not an 'I'm sorry,’ or 'I'll miss her horribly, or 'Sorh treat her well,” or
anything. | loved Tam! | loved Coren! Why did they have to die?’

Kelene paused, and her voice died away. She tilted her head to ligen to a faint sound she could
bardly hear. The noise came again, low and crud in the darkness. Someone was laughing.

Besde Kdene, Rafnir and Nida dowly sraightened and stared into the night. Sayyed left his rug
and joined them.

"Whet is that?' Morad demanded. "Who's out there?"

The laughter sounded again from somewhere close by. It was so harsh and gloding, it sent chills
down Keene's back. Everyone moved closer together, and the men drew their swords.

"Who are you?' Sayyed yeled. He received no answer. The laughter only changed from a low note
of derison to a cruder ring of triumph.

Shaken, the clanspeople peered out into the dark, trying to find the intruder, but they could not see
anything. All they could hear was the disembodied laughter cutting through the night. The Hunnuli snorted
angrily and gathered around their riders. Even they could not see or amdl any stranger beyond the cirdle
of the clanspeople.

The noise reached afind dhriek and dowly faded asif its maker were moving avay. When the night
was quiet again, the seven people looked a one another in frightened confusion.

"What in Sorh's name was that?* Tomian gasped.
"Mount up," Sayyed said in reply. "We're going on."

No one needed a second urging. As fagt as they could move, they grabbed their saddlebags and
sorang to their horses backs. The Hunnuli leaped forward into the darkness. Before long ther resting
place and the source of the fearful noise were left behind. Or so they hoped.

The party rode late into the night, following the trall by the river. They lit no lights to guide their way,
but trusted to the surefootedness and clear vison of the Hunnuli to find the path over the uneven ground.
Although the riders were tired, they were too nervous to doze or rdax their vigl for a moment. Everyone
rode with their thoughts dwdling on the Strange, crud laughter.

They stopped a last near dawn and made a cold camp inasmdl depression between two hills The
riders threw themselves down to deep while the Hunnuli stood protectively around them. Yet in spite of
their fatigue and the late hour, not a sngle person dept wel. They tossed and thrashed on their blankets
inawelter of emations and worry. When they did deep, their rest was bedeviled with vivid dreams and

images of fear.



Kelene dozed judt as the fird light gilded the horizon. Her eyes were barely closed before a dream
overtook her and carried her back to the gethering. She saw her family's tent, warm in the afternoon sun,
with the dogs degping by the entrance and her father's gold banner hanging above the avning. It looked
50 peaceful and normd, she cried glady and dashed indde through the open tent flgp. At the scene that
met her gaze, her joy turned to horror.

Her family was dl there, even Savaron, lying or Stting about the tent in varying degrees of decay.
Her father was a skeleton sprawled on his bed, her mother a maggot-ridden corpse stting on her favorite
stool. But the worst was her little brother. Even as she watched, choking on her terror, the boy's corpse,
ravaged by plague sores, rose dowly to its feet and hed out a hand to welcome her ingde. Then he
began to laugh, the same crud, derisve laughter she had heard in the darkness by the river.

Kelene woke to her own screaming and found someone was sheking her. Shuddering and gasping
for ar, she clutched at the person beside her and sruggled to st up.

"It'sdl right," soothed Refnir. "You had a nightmare, too. It's over now."

For once Kelene didn't care or wonder why Rafnir was there. All that mattered to her was that he
was solid, comforting, and redl. She hung onto his arm until she could bring her fear under control.

Kelene, are you well? she heard Demira say worriedly in her mind. The filly was standing close by,
her muzzle lowered to Kelene's head.

The young woman rubbed her gritty eyes. "I'm awake at leas." She shivered and regarded Rafnir
gratefully. She was pleasantly surprised that he seemed to be more caring and friendly than she believed
possible. "Did you have a dream, too?" she asked, letting go of his deeve.

His mouth tightened at the memory, and he sat back on his heds. "I saw my mother come out of the
funerd pyre.”

"l dreamed of a man," Nida told them from her degping place. "At least | think it was a man. He
glowed with a hideous red light. It was horriblel™

The other three men were awake, too, and gtting, bleary-eyed, on their blankets in the pale light of
dawn.

"Gods," muttered Savaron, running his hand through his touded hair. "If we have many nights like
that, well be too tired to reach Moy Tura"

Sayyed groaned and climbed to his feet. He hadn't had any nightmares snce he had not dept. His
body complained painfully about yesterday's long ride and resting on the damp ground; his head ached
with a dull, persistent pain. He looked at hissmdl party and said smply, "Let's go."

Wordlessly they gathered their gear and struck out again on the trall north. The day was warm and
dry, and the sky was bright blue scattered with fluffy clouds. The plains dready turning gold in the
midsummer heat, stretched away for league after leaguein dl directions.

By afternoon the travelers reached the fertile uplands leading to the Himachd Mountains, a narrow,
rugged line of pesks that ran north and south. At the southern tip of the Himachds was Dangari Treld, the
winter camp of Lord Koshyn's people.

The Dangari were more sedentary than most of the clans, and a few of ther people stayed a the
treld year round to raise crops and care for the clan's treasured studs and brood mares. Even though the
Dangari would have gladly welcomed them, the magic-widders pressed on, reluctant to risk spreading



the plague and determined to cover as much ground as possible in the daylight. They cantered past the
foathills and followed the Isn north dong the flanks of the Himachd Mountains.

During the long, tedious hours of riding, Kelene had ample time to think. To keep her mind off fear
and plagues and death, she turned her thoughts to speed, Hunnuli, and Sayyed's words from the day
before. How incredible it would be, she kept thinking.

When the mountains loomed on the left and the hot sun was drifting toward their cooling peaks, she
touched the white lightning mark on Demira's shoulder. "Have you ever thought about flying?' she asked
thefilly, trying to sound casud.

Demira frisked afew steps, then bounded after a meadowlark that swooped over the grass ahead of
them. Flying? | fly when | run.

"No, | mean redly flying. Like a bird."
Demirds ears flicked with interest. No, | have not thought of that. Hunnuli do not have wings.

"Vdorian helped his horse fly with magic when they tried to cross the cavern in Gormath,” Kelene
sad.

That is true. Thefilly was Slent for awhile as she watched the meadowlark again. | think | would
like it. And to prove her enthusiasm, she kicked up her hedsin aplayful buck and legped forward into a

Spirited gdlop.

Keene threw her arms wide to embrace the wind and laughed in ddight. For a short time she was
able to forget her fear and worry in the glorious speed of Demirds run.

When the filly had tired and was trotting back to join the other travelers, Kelene lifted her eyes to
the sky. If only she could. . .

CHAPTER SIX

That night there was no moon; the darkness grew as dense and deep as the bottom of an empty pit.
Stars sparkled in glittering swathes and patterns across the sky, but in the smdl lightless camp by the 1Sn
River the night crowded in on the clanspeople like an oppressive fog. They could see nothing beyond
their own camp. Even the Hunnuli ganding in a protective circle around ther riders could only be seen by
the faint glimmer of the lightning marks on their shoulders and the occasiond reflection of sarlight in their

eyes.

The travelers lay close together on ther bedrolls, trying to deep, but even though they were
bone-tired they could not close their eyes. Each of them fdt a cold, shivering dread that settled in their
bdlies with a dammy grip. No one knew what caused the gpprehension. Perhaps they feared to deep
and face thair nightmares again. Perhaps they dreaded hearing that hideous laughter. Whatever kept them
awake, the clangpeople tossed on ther blankets for hours and heard nothing beyond the rush of the river.



Ther suspense was broken & last, not by laughter or dreams but by a ruddy glow that appeared out
of the night. The Hunnuli saw it firgt on the crest of a hill above the camp, and they neighed a warning to
their riders. The people scrambled to ther feet. They stared, appalled, as the red glow brightened, its
phosphorescent light burning with a sckening hue that swalowed the light of the stars. Swiftly the
radiance took shape, and its outline became distinct againg the black sky.

The form appeared to be a man wearing robes and a cowled hood that covered the head. The
aoparition carried no wesgpons or items of any kind thet the travelers could see, and it made no obvious
move to attack them. It merdly loomed above the camp, tal and etheredl, and watched the people with a
cold malice

"Isthat the thing Gabria saw?' Niela asked, her voice shaking.
"Yes" Savaron snarled.

Sowly the form raised its head and laughed in the same remorseless voice that had frightened the
travelers the night before. The inhuman sound struck them dl with dread.

Morad suddenly yelled an oath and flung his hand forward. A bright blue bolt of what Kelene
recognized was the Trymian force shot from his pam and rocketed toward the figure on the hill. The
goparition did not move when the bolt passed through its shape; it only laughed again with mdicious
pleasure. The form then turned and walked out of Sght over the crest of the dope, leaving the hilltop
empty and dark once more,

No one moved.
"What is that thing?' Keene said hoarsdly, voicing the question indl their minds.
"I don't know, but it seems to be resstant to magic," Sayyed replied. "That's not encouraging.”

A mild understatement, Kelene thought. The travelers continued to peer into the darkness until ther
eyes ached.

"What are we going to do?" asked Nida, the nervousness shaking her voice.

Sayyed dowly sheathed his sword. "Try to deep. Savaron was right. If we don't get some rest, well
be too exhausted to reach Moy Tura and too tired to control our magic.”

"Shouldn't we set up a protective shidd?' Morad asked.

"l don't think s0," Sayyed replied. "A shidd takes too much strength and concentration, and we
need the rest. The Hunnuli should be able to warn us in time if that form reappears.” He turned to Afer,
who was ganding by his elbow. "Do you agree?'

The gdlion swished his tail, a 9gn of his agitation. Yes. Now that we know its smell, we will be
ready.

"Do you know what that thing is?' Sayyed asked him.
It is dead. Afer's short reply was sent on a broad thought to dl of the magic-widlders.
Sayyed's mouth dropped open. "It's what?'

It reeks of death. Demira added with a snort.



"But it looks human," Nidla protested. "If it was the soul of a man, the Harbingers would have taken
him to the redm of the dead.”

We know that. We do not understand it either. We only know that its smell is death and that it
is very dangerous.

"Can you dill amdl it?" Kelene asked.
Yes. But it is not near, Afer told them. Rest, and we will watch.

Rductantly the clanspeople took his advice and crawled back into their blankets. But they were no
sooner adeep than the nightmares began. Dredged from each person's deepest fears, the dreams were
vivid, terrifying visons of death, loss, and tragedy. Thistime Nigla wasn't the only one who dreamed of a
men in glowing red robes. Interspersed through dl their nightmares waked a tdl, gaunt figure who
watched ther terrors with the cold interest of a predator.

When the sun's gleam findly edged the eastern horizon, the seven travelers, groggy and
heavy-headed from the remnants of their dreams, staggered from their beds.

Rubbing his temples, Savaron threw himsdf onto the riverbank and plunged his head into the cool
water. "l fed lousy,” he groaned, his face and hair dripping.

"l never want to go through another night like that again,” Nida muttered fiercely to her blankets as
sherolled them up.

Even the white cat looked disgruntled until Sayyed picked her up and cradled her in his arm. Almosgt
desperately he rubbed her ears and ran his fingers through her fur. He had dept for the firg time in
severd nights and wished fervently he hadn't. All of his deep had been riddled with dreams of Tam, urtil
the emptiness in his soul left by her death had grown to a mind-numbing misery. He could never
remember having dreams so shattering. He'd had o little rest, his fatigue dragged on him like chains until
he could bardly move or think.

This is hardly the best condition for the leader of an important journey, he thought to himsdf,
wondering if there was more to his state of mind than grief and weariness. It was true he had never lost
someone S0 important to him as his wife, but hed aways consdered himsdf to be a strong,
sdf-controlled man who could face his god-given fate with some semblance of fortitude. At the moment
he fdt like a man standing on the crumbling edge of despair.

Strangdly, the one thing holding him together was thissmdl cat his wife had loved so well. The cat's
warmth drove back the chill cregping into his heart, her purr soothed him, and her ties to Tam seemed to
comfort his desperate londiness. Without her, he wondered if he would have been able to continue.

It isnt like me to be so weak, Sayyed pondered. Perhaps there were other things afecting
him---such as the red wraith. Sayyed believed the apparition was somehow affecting everyone's dreams,
and if that was the reason for the nightmares, then the question was why? What was this being that
followed them, and why wasiit here? He had no answers to that yet, only hope that it would leave them
adone s0 they could continue their journey in peace. Unfortunately, he doubted his hopes would be
answered.

The cat meowed, bresking into his thoughts. I'm hungry.

He gently set her down and forced himsdf to move. It took dl of his willpower to feed the cat,
choke down some food himsdlf, and repack his gear. He was so involved in his sruggle to function that



he did not remember hismorning prayers or notice the way Afer stayed close to him. Neither did he see
the worried looks that passed between his companions. When they mounted and Ieft their camp, Rafnir
rode by hisfather's sde.

The sun dowly dlimbed high into the cloudless sky. The heet rose, too, and the Hunnuli were forced
to dow down and Stop often for amdl drinks of water. They continued to canter north dong the Isn
River until shortly before noon, when the river abruptly veered west into the Himachd Mountains and the
Defile of Tor Wrath. Out of respect, and a little curiogity, the party paused on the point of a hill and
looked upstream to the bluffs a the mouth of the defile.

High on a ridge of rock that thrust from the southern diffs sat the ancient fortress of Ab-Chakan.
Built before the time of Vaorian when the Tarn Empire ruled the Ramtharin plains, Ab-Chakan was a
huge fortification of black towers and massive wdls. Although it had been abandoned for five hundred
years, mogt of its well-built structures were dill intact.

Twenty-four years ago, the Khulinin, Dangari, Jehanan, and Bahedin clans had taken refuge within
those stone walls from the advancing army of the sorcerer, Lord Medb. Little had changed in that valey
gnce then. The old fortress dill remained empty, ful of shadows and ruin, inhabited only by birds and
lizards. At itsfeet in the broad valey meadow were the two burid mounds, one for the dead of the dlans
thet fdl in the battle for Ab-Chakan and one for Athlone's father, Lord Savaric.

Wordlesdy Kedene looked down on the grave of her grandfather, who had died by a murderer's
hend a the moment of his victory, and she wondered what he had been like. She knew the taes her
father and mother told of aman with her dark looks who loved hawks, his family, and his freedom; of a
men who had taken in the sole survivor of a massacred dan and was the only chief who had defied Lord
Medb face-to-face.

But who was the man behind the tales? What had he been like as a red person? Had his blood
caried the tdent to widd magic? She wondered what he would have done about it if he had known. Her
eyesfdl lower to the glittering Watcher on her tunic, and she remembered that its companion, the Fdlen
Star, had been Savaric's. He had not been loath to use that magic power to his advantage! Her fingers
srayed to the stone's samooth surface with the thought thet if Savaric had known he had the ability to
wigld magic, he probably would not have et it go to waste.

"Sorh grant him peace,” she whispered when the party turned away. As soon as they were moving
agan, Kelene pulled the brooch off her tunic and cupped it in her hands. It had been too long since she
hed made use of the stone's spdl to check on her mother.

She stared into the gem's center and soon an image appeared. The scenes were brighter this time
since they were happening in the daylight. She saw the face of the heder from Clan Ferganan, who was
taking to her mother. His voice and Gabrias came dearly through the stone, aided by the power of the
Weatcher's pdll.

Kelene ligtened for quite awhile before she returned the brooch to its place. She dropped her hands
in her lgp and stared gonily into the hazy afternoon.

"Arethey wdl?' Savaron asked, riding up beside her.

Hisvoice startled her from her reverie, and she jerked her head around to stare at him. He pointed
to her brooch, repesting his question.

"Yes, for now," Kelene responded, but her voice was gtricken. "It's getting worse, Savaron. Mother
isdill in the coundll grove hdping the heders. But there must have been hundreds of sck people there.



The heders were frantic! Gehlyn died yesterday.” She threw her hands out in a helpless gesture. "Now
Lord Koshyn is sick, and Wer-tain Rganir. And they've logt four more magic-widders.”

Savaron winced. "Did ther Hunnuli leave like Tam's?"

"I think some did. Mother could hardly bear to talk about them to the heder she was with." Kelene
paused, drew a hard bresth, and went on. "That's not the worgt of it. Lymirais sick, too."

"Since when?'
Kelene looked into the distance. "Last night.”

"Gods," he said miserably. "Even if we find something in Moy Tura we couldn't make it back in time
to save her.”

Kelene's reply was a whisper of sadness. "I know."

Nether of them spoke again after that, yet they rode sde by sde for the rest of the afternoon,
drawing comfort from each other's company.

The Hunnuli continued to canter north dong the skirts of the pine-clad foothills where amdl streams
tumbled out of the mountains and high biuffs formed a barrier wal into the rugged interior. At dusk a giff
wind swept from the northwest, and storm clouds began to build on the horizon.

By then the travelers were drawing near to the northern end of the Himachd range. They were not
far from Gedring Treld or the notorious Citadd of Krath, but by unspoken consent the clanspeople
avoided both places and made a rough camp in a copse of tal pine. Gedring Treld was too far out of
their way, and even another night of wraiths and nightmares was preferable to waking into the stronghold
of the cult of the goddess Krath. Too many people had tried it and never waked out.

While the Hunnuli cropped the thick grass, Sayyed took his prayer rug to make his evening oblation,
and the others had a quick med. Afterward, while Kelene watched; Savaron, Rafnir, and Tomian
gathered severa spare blankets and stretched the fabric out on the ground. Each men laid hisfingers on a
blanket, drew in the magic around him, and initiated a spdl taken from the Book of Matrah. The spell
was ample it enlarged the blankets, waterproofed them, and findly transformed them into three amdl
traveling tents. Kelene had to admit the spells were negily done and the results were very welcome.

Nevertheless, the confident use of sorcery only served to depress Kelene further. She shook her
head. There was so much power in the world around them----stones, trees, earth, grass, water,
everything carried vestiges of the mighty forces that had created the mortd world. That remnant of
ancient power was known to humans as magic, and for those few, rare magic-wielders who could shape
the power to ther will, it was alimitless source of energy.

But endless power had its drawbacks, too. Magic was dangerous for those who did not have the
grength or the determination to master it. If a magic-widder did not know exactly what he or she was
doing or logt control of a spell, the unleashed power could destroy anything in its path. Usng magic dso
rook itstoll on the wielder, draining both mental and physical strength. Those who used the magic used it
carefully and learned quickly how far they could go before exhaudtion endangered their spells.

That was what frustrated Kelene. There was dl the power of the gods at ther fingertips---power to
hed ther families and save thar clans---yet human magic-wielders were too weak and unskilled to use
megic to its full potentid. They could not snap their fingers and wish away the plague or speak a word
and transport themsdves indantly to Moy Tura. They could only work within their own knowledge,



abilities and mortd frailty.

Kelene kicked a dump of grass in disgust and limped from the pines to a broad swath of grass
where the tired Hunnuli were grazing and resting. Irritably she pulled her golden cloak tighter across her
shoulders, leaned againg a tree trunk, and watched the black horses in the twilight.

Demira was there, too, looking smdl and dender againg the bigger, more powerful bodies of the
full-grown Hunnuli. She was shorter than mogt two-year-olds, probably because she was the last fod of
an aging mare, but her shape was wel proportioned, graceful, and no less strong than others her age.
Andshewas o fadt. . . .

"You're far avay,” someone said close by. "What are you thinking about?"

Kelene cocked her head and saw Rafnir sanding beside her, his arms crossed and his face curious.
She thought with aflash of surprise that he seemed somewhat different. His usud cocky casuaness was
nowhere to be seen. Instead he seemed vulnerable. His amile was hesitant, his eyes were genuindy
friendly.

"Speed,” she answered glumly. "There ian't enough of it. By the time we reach Moy Tura and go
back to the gathering, they'll dl be dead.”

"If any of us make it back, there will be some il dive," he said, sounding more hopeful than certain.
"But not Gehlyn, or Lord Koshyn, or Lymira"
Rafnir blanched. "Lymirais Sck?'

"Shels going to die, too. Jugt like Tam and Coren.” Kelene pounded her fig into the tree, her
helplessness burning. "What good isdl of this megic if we can't save them? Why didn't the gods just keep
their power?'

At the sound of her rider's voice, Demiraraised her head to ligen. Slently she came over to stand at
Kelenessde.

Rafnir grunted. "Y ou're afine one to be taking about magic. You won't use it!" he said, uncrossng
hisarms. "You have atdent that could be used for so much good, and you waste it! Y ou won't even try."

Stung, Kelene turned on him, her face reddened by anger and shame. “I’ve tried to use magic! | just
can't control it," she snapped before she redized what she was saying.

Rafnir pounced on Keene's words. "When did you ever try to use magic?' He pushed his face
closer to hers to see her better in the fading light and was astonished to see tears trickling down her
cheeks. Her eyes were enormous dark pools, and her jaw was clenched hard as rock.

In avoice that was very quiet she replied, "About five summers ago.”

He studied her, trying to remember what had happened when they were thirteen, then his gaze
dropped to her crippled foot.

"That'sright," she answered before he could ask. "I wanted to help Father gentle that wild galion he
hed caught. | thought | could do it, but he said no."

Rafnir shook his head at the memory of that horse. "So you did it anyway."



She nodded. She couldn't believe she was tdling this to Rafnir of dl people! She had never told
anyone the truth. Without redizing she was doing it, she wrapped her hand into Demiras mane and hed
on for comfort and support. "I thought if 1 could use a spell to help calm the horse, | could train him faster
and impress Father. But | couldnt do it. | lost control of the spel when | was on his back, and he
panicked.

He reared and fdl over backward on me, just because | couldn't handle a little magic.”
"And you've been afraid to try it again ever Snce" he finished.

She made a swipe a her face with her deeve and said, "What's the use? You know as wel as | do
that the talent is strong in some, weaker in others. Savaron and Coren have the best ability in my family.
Let them useit.”

"Corenisdead,” Rafnir reminded her softly.

"Yes" Kelene sad into the darkness. Overhead, the pine trees swayed in the growing wind, and a
fant flicker of lightning flashed to the north.

"You know, | heard Coren tdl Father once that he thought you had the stronger taent.”
Startled, Kelene asked, "Coren said that? Why?'

"l don't know. Children can be perceptive sometimes.” He reached out and scratched Demirds
shoulder. "You could try again, you know. Just because you faled once doesn't meen your tdent is
worthless™

The young woman shook her head. "Next time | could kill mysdlf---or hurt someone 2"

"Not if you start dowly. When you used that el on the ddlion you were too young and
inexperienced.”

"Now I'm too old and inexperienced.”

He scratched his chin, exasperated. "If you'd just decide to channd some of that stubbornness into
action, you would be unstoppable.”

IIHdII
"Try it. Think of one thing that you want to do and work toward that god."

The girl hesitated while she debated the wisdom of reveding her dream to Rafnir. Would he laugh or
would he see the depth of desirein her words? "'l want to make Demirafly," she sad at lagt.

"Il hdp you," he responded immediatedly.

She was dtartled by his serious and quick response. "You don't think that's ridiculous?’
"If it works, shélll be able to travel faster. Maybe she could save afew lives”

"But what if | can't?' Kelene asked.

"You won't know until you try."

Kelene thought quietly for a moment then lifted her chin and said, "You won't pull out any more



crops?"

Rafnir laughed. That was the firg time she had said anything about their accident in the Induran. It
seemed like a year snce then, not fifteen days. "No crops." He was going to add something else when dl
seven Hunnuli raised their headsin darm.

Someone is coming. Demiratold Kelene.
"Thewrath?'
No. Thisis human. But not clan.

In one group, the other Sx Hunnuli left their grazing and hurried to join ther riders. Kelene and
Rafnir quickly followed, and the whole party gathered in the dearing by their tents. The night was dmost
complete by that time, broken only by distant flashes of lightning. The sky was overcast, and the wind
roared through the pines. Thunder grumbled in the distance.

"Where are our vigtors?' Sayyed softly asked Afer.
"Here, Clanaman!" came a voice from the darkness.

The travelers drew closer, their eyes searching the night for the source of the voice. They saw
nothing but the shapes of trees until a figure moved cautioudy out from behind a pine only ten paces away
from where they stood. More forms eased from the shadows dl around them, and the clanspeople
redized they were surrounded. The Hunnuli snorted menacingly. Savaron immediaidy shaped a sl to
form a glowing sphere of light high above their heads that cast the entire dearing into stark relief.

No one tried to move, for they al recognized the black-clad figures illuminaed by the slver
light-men with whips at their belts instead of swords. They were the Oathbreskers, the men of the Cult of
Krath who worshiped their dark goddess with secrecy and blood. The clanspeople knew that if the
cultigts had wanted to kill them, they would be dead by now, murdered in Slence and without mercy.

"To what do we owe the honor of a vigt from the Men of the Lash?' Sayyed cdlled over the wind.
Thewhite cat crouched at hisfeet and growled.

The gtrangers made no move to come closer. They smply watched from within their black hoods,
their faces completely obscured in shadow.

"We came to seek the truth,” the fird men said.

The clanspeople shivered a the dry, harsh pitch of his voice. "Wha truth is that?' demanded
Sayyed.

"We have seen many strange and evil visons. Isit true there is a contagion in the clans of Vdorian?'

Sayyed answered wearily, "Yes. We have been struck by a plague that seems to have no cure.
Many have died and more are dying." There was no point hiding that truth. The men who joined the Cult
of Krath forswore any oaths, loydties, or kinship from their pasts. They lived only for their bloodthirsty
goddess. What was hgppening to the dlans would not matter to them.

But the speaker surprised him by inquiring, "Is Lord Athlone 4ill wel?' Kelene moved a step
forward. "He was this afternoon, High Priest Seth." Her companions murmured in surprise. All of the
Oathbreakers were identicd in their plain black robes and hoods, and no one had seen the high priest
face-to-face for many years.



"How do you know?" whispered Savaron.

Kelene hissed back, "I guessed.” Almog arrogantly, the Oathbreaker pushed back his hood to
reved the face of an old man. Y et even aged by years and the rigors of his life as a cultis, there was 4ill
an incredible grength in his dark, leen features, a toughness like that of an oak root grown gnarled and
enduring with time. Although none of the clanspeople there had known Lord Savaric, they fdt certain
they were facing his brother, Seth.

"Who are you?' The priest spoke, his voice deadpan and his eyes hooded above his hawvk nose and
iron-gray beard.

"l am Kelene, daughter of Lady Gabria and Lord Athlone. Granddaughter of Savaric, your brother.
| have the Watcher, s0 | can see what is hgppening to my parents.”

Seth did not reply right away. He stared down a Kelene, surveying her from head to boot. It was
sad the followers of Krath could look into men's hearts and reved the deepest fears and evils hidden
there. They pried into secrets and opened guarded hatreds that were buried behind facades. Because of
this, few men dared to look an Oath breaker in the eye for fear of having their souls laid bare.

But Kelene was too used to chdlenging authority. The dark visage of her great uncle brought a chill
to her skin, yet she gtiffened her neck and assumed the empty, indifferent expresson that dways irritated
her mother.

To her surprise, Seth gave a short, dry chuckle. "You are indeed the child of Gabria and the blood
of Savaric." He turned his basllisk stare from her to Sayyed again. "Tdl me why you are here."

Sayyed did not look away ether. "Were going to Moy Tura"

Seth showed no reaction other than a short nod of understanding. "The hedlers records. That is a
possibility.”

"Is there anything in your library that could hdp us?* Savaron asked.

"No," the high priest said with a voice like granite.

Savaron curled hislip. "Would you have offered it if there were?"

"I will tdl you this beware of the sairit that follows you. It is eding your life-force as you deep.
Espedidly yours" He pointed to Sayyed. "Your soul is dangeroudy wesk. If it can, the wraith will kill you
to gan your strength.”

"Whet life-force? Who isthiswraith?' Rafnir demanded.

"We do not know who it is. Somehow it has evaded the redm of the dead and remains here to
poison this world with its evil. This spirit must be sent to Lord Sorh soon, before it finds a way to Say in
thisworld permanently.”

Rafnir threw up his arms with the frudtration they dl fdt. "How do we do that?' he asked angrily.

"Look for your answersin Moy Turg" Seth replied. Then, with an dmaost imperceptible nod to his
men, the high priest glided back into the darkness and vanished. The clanspeople gaped in surprise a
where the other cultigs, too, had disappeared without a sound. Lightning cracked overhead, banishing
the shadows and brightening the entire area. The copse was empty.



Nields Hunnuli snorted and flattened her ears. "I agreed” Nidla said. "Those men give me the
creeps.”

Rafnir put his hand on his father's shoulder. "Why don't we set a watch tonight? Maybe if some of us
are on guard, the wraith will not be as likdy to approach us”

“Isit dill fallowing us?' Tomian wanted to know.

It is. Afer told them dl. He lifted his muzzle to the wind. It is waiting not far away. In truth, we
would like the company of other watchers. We are very weary tonight.

"Then set a watch of two," Sayyed ordered. "Tomian, you and | will be fird. Then Savaron and
Kelene, and Rafnir and Morad. Niela, youll get your turn tomorrow night.”

Rafnir shook his head. "Father, you deep tonight. | will take the first watch.”

Sayyed wanted to argue, but in truth he knew his son was right. He was so weary he was
lightheaded and numb; he barely had the strength to stand upright. He would be a worthless guard if he
could not keep his eyes open. With anod of acceptance, he scooped up the white cat and made his way
to the nearest tent. He crawled in and was adeep before the cat had time to stretch out by hisarm.

Outsde, Savaron evaporated hisbdl of light while the others made ready for the night. Kelene and
Nida took one tent, Savaron and Morad the other. Tomian stayed with Rafnir to keep watch in the
black, storm-tossed darkness.

As s00n as the others were settled, Rafnir went to his father's tent. Quickly he spoke the words of a
gpdl, raised his hands in a amdl arch, and formed the magic into an opaque dome of red energy that
surrounded the amdl tent. The dome was a protective shidd that dlowed only ar to enter; it would
reman in place as long as one of the magic-widders maintained the spdl.

"Do you think thet will keep the wraith away from him?* Tomian asked dubioudy.

Rafnir studied the red shidd. "I hope so! Priest Seth said Father was in the worst danger. | have to
try something to help him." The young Gedring nodded his approva. While Rafnir hdd the shidd in
place, Tomian rigged aamd| shelter close to the tents. The two men settled under the roof just as the firg
drops of rain heraded the downpour to come.

There was a tremendous crack of lightning, and the rain began to fdl in windblown sheets. The
Hunnuli huddled together, their heads turned away from the pdting rain.

Under the shelter, Rafnir peered into the darkness so hard it made his head hurt. Keeping the magic
shidd intact was taking more energy than held imagined. He was getting very tired. His eydids were
heavy weights; his body fet leaden. He shook his head to clear the deep from hismind, but that didnt
help. Sowly he leaned back againg the shelter wall.

Besde him, Tomian was aready dozing, his face dack with fatigue. The wind eased a little, and the
ranfdl steadied to a heavy drone on the tents and trees.

Rafnir's eyes did closed. As his consciousness dipped into deep, his concentration on the magic
shidd around Sayyed's tent wavered. The spell weakened, dlowing the magic to disspate. By the time
Rafnir was fully adeep, the shidd was gone. Sayyed's tent lay open to the night.



CHAPTER SEVEN

“Sayyed."

He heard Tam's voice, soft and entiaing in the darkness, and his heart legped with joy. He knew her
death had been a dreadful mistake. Now she was somewhere close by, cdling for him. He was dill weak
and groggy, but he managed to stagger to his feet and look around. The tent and the camp and his
companions had vanished, leaving him done in a dank, enveloping fog. He was not sure where he was,
for even the trees and sky were hidden by the dreary pdl of mig. The slence was so absolute he could
amod ligento it.

"Sayyed,” the voice cdled again from somewhere closer.
He turned on his hed, looking franticaly for her. "I'm here” he cried. She had to be there!

He turned again, and there she was, coming out of the mig as dive and lovey as dways. Her face
was dight with love; bright ribbons gleamed in her dark hair. She smiled at him with that heart-melting
dimplein her cheek and merriment in her eyes, and held out her hands to him.

Sayyed fdt himsdf growing weaker. He could barely stand, yet a the same time his vison of Tam
was growing clearer and brighter. Summoning the last of his strength, he took a step and reached his right
hand toward her.

"My husband,” she murmured, welcoming him.
He took another step and another, until he was only two paces away.
Sayyed!

Thistime a different voice was cdling him. It sounded familiar somehow---light and feminine and
oddly imperious. He had no idea where it was coming from and had no desire to find it. Tam was with
him again, so close dl he had to do was reach out and touch her. He lifted his fingers to grasp her hand
when sudden pain ripped down hisarm.

Astounded, he stared at his bare forearm. Five long scratches marked his skin, and blood welled
from the wound.

He jerked his head up, ready to ask Tam what had hurt him, but she was gone. In her place stood a
men dressed in long red robes. His dark eyes glared a Sayyed with such hatred that the warrior
sumbled backward. Before he could recover, the man was gone. Sayyed was done again in the fog. A
dread, chill londiness struck him, and he cried, "Tam!" with dl the tears in his heart.

Sayyed! the strange voice cdled again.
Thewarrior paid no attention. Tam was gone agan; he had to find her. He staggered into the mig.

Sl the voice kept after him persstently, until at last he grudgingly answered, "What? What do you
want?'



Pain suddenly shot through his arm again, and he looked down and saw five more scratches crossing
the firs. "Stop it!" he shouted into the mig.

Then wake up, the voice cried back. They need your help.

Sayyed shook his head to clear it. Whose was this voice? Who needed help? He saw the mig
darken to black, and he found himsdf & the bottom of a deep tunnd. Somewhere up ahead the voice
urged him to come, its indstence like alifdinein the dark emptiness. It took dl of hiswill to respond. He
forced himsdf to move up through the thick, dinging blackness.

Hurry, Sayyed. Please, wake up, another, more masculine voice pleaded in his head. That voice,
he knew, was Afer's. There was red desperation in the gdlion's thoughts, and the plea gave Sayyed the
drength he needed to reach consciousness. His eyes dragged open to look into a par of blurry golden
moons.

Something behind the moons growled and grumbled, and the femde voice in his head farly shouted,
We almost lost you!

Outsde Sayyed's shdlter, a fant flash of lightning flared, lighting the interior of the amdl tent.
Sayyed's vison cleared enough so he could see Tam's cat crouched by his scratched arm, her fur on end,
her ears flat on her skull. "You," he mumbled.

Yes, now get up! she yowled.

Her sense of urgency was beginning to transfer to his fuzzy' thoughts. Something was happening; he
was needed. He heaved himsdf to his hands and knees. A wave of dizziness and nausea nearly knocked
himfla again, and he had to take severa deep breaths before he could move another muscle,

At the same time, sounds began to penetrate his groggy mind. He could hear his companions
shouting a one another and the Hunnuli neighing in rage. Then Sayyed heard something else over the
uproar: the crue laughter of the wraith.

Sayyed threw himsdf headlong through the tent's flap and somehow scrambled to his feet. The
scene before im was in utter chaos. The dark, wet dearing seemed to be filled with wild animdls fighting
five clanspeople and the Hunnuli.

Sayyed gaped in confusion, then gathered his wooly thoughts and very carefully formed a sphere of
light over the combatants heads. The light was red so as not to interfere with the humans night vison,
and it threw the fighting below into a strange, blood-colored rdief. Sayyed saw Afer close by, trading
blows with awild gdlion; Kelene and Nigla were back-to-back, fighting off five wolves with a dagger, a
tree limb, and the help of their Hunnuli. Rafnir was trying desperately to reach the women, but severa
large stags were kegping him pinned againg a tree. Savaron and Morad were sruggling to get out of their
tent while a bear mauled the fabric in an effort to reach them.

Sayyed bardy had time to register on the chaos around him when something growled behind him.
He whirled and came face-to-face with a crouching, ferd dog. The dog was a massive mae of the breed
often used by the dansto hunt cave lions. It snarled again, then leaped for Sayyed's chest.

Tired as he was, the warrior reacted indantly. He drew his sword in a wide backhanded arc tha
diced the blade into the soringing dog's neck. The dog's head flopped sideways. The force of the blow
knocked the animd to the ground, but to Sayyed's dismay it gathered itsdf and sprang a him again, its
head 4ill hanging a a crazy angle. Sayyed dashed a the dog's neck again. This time the head came off
completely, and the head and body flopped at his feet. He stared down in amazement at the head, dill



snaling and trying to snap at his boots.

He took a closer look at the animd. There was something peculiar about it that he hadn't seen in the
rush of its attack. The dog's hide was rough and full of holes. As Sayyed bent nearer, the thick stench of
decay filled his nogdtrils. The dog was dready dead.

Horrified, he looked around at the other wild animds. They did not appear to be whole ether. Some
hed hideous wounds or injuries, asif they had been attacked, some were skin and bones, and none of the
animas moved with the usud grace and aertness of living creatures. Every one of them was dead.

Sayyed didn't pause to reflect further on that gruesome redity, but raised his hand and sent a fisful
of magic exploding into the bear atacking Savaron and Morad. Although Sayyed was weak and the bolt
was not as powerful as usud, it was enough to blast the dead bear to fragments. At the same moment,
Nida managed to put up a protective shield of magic around hersdf and Kelene. The wolves drew back
saling, only to be pounded to bloody bones under the hooves of the enraged Hunnuli.

Sayyed turned next to help his son, but as he drew back his hand he saw something ese that turned
hisblood to ice. Young Tomian lay on his back in the grass at the edge of the camp. Crouched over his
body was a huge cave lion, the largest Sayyed had ever seen. Its mane was matted and filthy. Its pet was
rotting off its carcass. The lion's eyes were only ant-riddled sockets, and one of its ears was missng. But
its teeth and claws were terribly intact and its jaws dripped with fresh blood.

The lion raised its decaying head and stared draight at Sayyed. The warrior sumbled toward
Tomian. Just as he raised hisfig to fire another bolt of magic, the reddish form of the wraith materidized
beside the big cat. With awave of its hand, the form stopped the wild beasts in their places. The wraith
turned dowly toward Sayyed, its visage uncovered for the fird time.

The warrior stopped so fast he nearly fdl. There before hm was the man from his dream. He
recognized every detall from the man's robes, his hawk-nose, and long dark har to the dmost maniaca
look of hatred in his face.

"Youwill not escape again, magic-wielder," the gpparition hissed. "I know where you are going and
what you seek. You will not succeed. | plan to finish what | began two hundred years ago.” With that he
vanished into the night.

At his leaving, the driving force behind the dead animds disappeared. Their corpses sank into the
grass, no more than lifdess, harmless carrion.

Shocked and dishdieving, the five young people dowly gathered around Sayyed. Kelene and Nida
were unhurt, but Savaron had a laceration in his shoulder from the bear's claws, and Rafnir's am had
been torn by a stag's antler. Morad was white-faced as he kndlt beside his brother. No one had to ask if
Tomian was dead, for his throat had been torn to bloody shreds. Nearby, in the shadows of the bushes,
lay Tomian's Hunnuli, its black coat ripped by claws and fangs, its neck bent at an unnaturd angle.

Rafnir was the fird to speak. "Wefdl adeep. | don't know how, but we fdl adeep.” His words were
hoarse with dishelief. Morad looked up a him, tears streaming down his face, and Rafnir forced himsdf
to go on. "Thefirg thing | knew, that lion was attacking Tomian's Hunnuli. Tomian tried to save him, but
the cat was too fast. Then dl those animds came. Gods above, what were they?' he implored.

"The Oathbreakers said the wraith was trying to kill us. It seems to have found a way to do it"
Keene said, her arms wrapped tightly around her ssomach.

Savaron kicked angrily at the dead lion. "But how did it move these beasts? And why did it take



Tomian?'

The others fdl quiet and stared around at the wreck of ther camp and a the carcasses of the
animds strewn about like the trophies of a grotesque hunt.

"The wraith will be back," Nidla whispered. Her hands twisted the hem of her tunic into a knot.

"Without a doubt,” replied Sayyed. He rubbed a hand over his face. He was o tired he could hardly
focus and so weak he could barely hold his sword. But the despair that had eaten a him for days was
gone. Deegp inthe pit of his soul, asmdl seed of determination germinated. Tam was dead. He accepted
that now in every part of his heart. The dreams could not deceive him again. He had seen the. face of his
enemy, and dthough he did not know exactly what it was yet, he vowed slently to his god that he would
do everything in his power to seeit destroyed.

"We're going to leave, now," he said abruptly.

All eyes snapped to him at- the sharpness of his voice.

"But what about Tomian?' Morad demanded angrily.

"And Savaron's shoulder must be tended before infection setsin,” Kelene ingsted.

Sayyed hed up a hand and took a deep breeth of the damp night air to il his trembling legs. "I
know," he reassured them. "Tomian died with honor, and we will bury him with his Hunnuli. Kelene, you
will see to your brother and Rafnir. Then we mud leave. We will move at night and rest in the daylight.
Thewraith hasnt tried to attack us during the day. Perhaps it's weaker then.”

Savaron sat down heavily on alog. "Is it weaker in the day? Or do we just not see it through the
unlight?'

"I guess welll find out,” Sayyed muttered. Letting his head fal back, he stared up at the red bdl of
light dill hanging over the dearing. The thunderstorm had moved to the south with its wind and rain.
Except for the thunder that rumbled on the horizon, the copse of pine was quiet. He fdt Rafnir's hands on
his shoulders pushing him down to St on the fdlen tree trunk by Savaron.

"Say there," Rafnir ordered. "Niela, Morad, and | will tend to Tomian."

The warrior decided not to argue. Given time his strength would return. In the meanwhile the
younger ones were capable of handling the tasks waiting to be done. Afer came to stand behind him, and
he leaned back againg the Hunnuli's strong legs. The black’s head loomed protectively over him. He was
about to close his eyes when Tam's cat came stepping through the wet grass and hopped onto his lap.

Sayyed fdt her soft fur under hisfingertips. "Thank you," he whispered. "'l was not ready to die”
Of course not, she meowed, settling down on his knee. Tam told me to watch out for you.
He chuckled softly and let his eydids dide closed.

While Sayyed rested, the other travelers set to work. Nida and Morad took the sad task of
preparing Tomian for the grave. They moved aside the dead lion, cleaned Tomian's body as best they
could, and wrapped him in his cloak. Morad chose a wide spot between four pines, and, together, he
and Nida used ther magic to move enough dirt to open a deep pit. Asthey worked, Niglds voice joined
the rustle of leaves and the faraway thunder to Sng an ancient song of death. Her words trembled on the
darkness with the power of grief and filled the copse with a sadness as old as the clans.



On her seat on the tree trunk, Kelene paused from ditching Savaron's wounded shoulder. She
ligened to the ancient words and fdt the song shiver in her blood. She would miss Tomian, and she
grieved for Morad, but it so easly could have been Savaron who fdl, or Sayyed . . . or Rafnir. The
thought sat like a hard lumpin her throat, and her fingers tightened convulsvely on Savaron's shoulder.

"Areyou dl right?" her brother asked softly.

She snapped out of her reverie, accidentaly jerking her needle in the middle of a ditch. The
unexpected pain made Savaron nearly legp off his seat. With a yelp, he swivded his head and glared a
her.

"So gt dill! | can't sew a sguirming snake!” she growled at him.

Gritting his teeth, he straightened so she could continue to gitch the two ragged claw marks on his
back.

"Curseitdl,” Kelene said irritably. "'l can't sew inthis red glow. Rafnir, give me some red light."

Rafnir hdd arag to historn am and said evenly, "Do it yoursdf." Both Savaron and Kelene looked
a himin such astonishment, he added, "Y ou're a magic-wielder. Y ou know the spdl. You do it.”

The young woman frowned. He was chdlenging her, she knew that, and there was no way to get
out of it with her self-respect intact without actudly trying the spell. Her chin lifted, she closed her eyes,
concentrated on the unseen power' of magic around her, and repeated the spel her mother had tried to
teach her so many times. She fdt the magic stream into her like a comforting heat. Through her closed
eydids she saw adim gleam of light. When she opened her eyes, it was there: awhitish sphere the sze of
her figt bobbing near her head. The light was smdl, and it flickered, but the results were hersl

Rafnir winked a her, and Savaron nodded in approvdl.

"Your shoulder has a nasty tear,” Kelene observed as if nothing had happened. She went back to
work, missng the grin that passed between Rafnir and Savaron. "Bear claws are filthy even when they're
on living bears. I've cleaned the wound, but | will make a poultice for you when we have time" She
pushed the amd| bone needle through his skin again and gently drew the horsehair through to tie a knot.
Savaron's Hunnuli had donated the har from his tall, and Kelene had the needle and a pot of wound
sdvein her medicine bag. She was glad now she had brought it.

Savaron nodded once, his jaw cdenched too tightly to answer. When Kedene was finished, she
dabbed the salve onto the wound and wrapped strips from one of Tomian's tunics around her brother's
shoulder. "Try not to move it too much," she warned him. "I don't want to have to sew you up again."

Pde and cold, but rdieved, he turned around again and asked, "Where did you learn how to do
thet?'

She amiled then, atwinkle of merriment in her black eyes.

" used to wetch Piers. He taught me alot. And,” she chuckled as she helped him put his tunic back
on, "l practiced on my horses."

Savaron grinned back at her. "Wel, they must have been good patients, because you are very quick
and gentle”

Kelene warmed a his praise and was dill amiling when he moved to make a place for Rafnir.



"You ought to smile more often,” the young sorcerer said, holding his injured aam out for her
ingoection.

Her amile faded, and she dropped her eyesto the torn skin on his am. A strange nervousness crept
into her, an embarrassment that startled and dismayed her. Her hands hovered in midair, hestant to touch
Rafnir. She did not mind touching her brother, for the fedings she sensed in him were familiar. The

closeness they shared as brother and sster was something she had dways accepted--even when she
thought she could ignore it.

But Refnir was different. He was, redly, a stranger. Kelene did not know what he truly thought or
fdt. It frightened her when she redized suddenly that she cared very much wha he was feding. She
wanted to think he was becoming her friend, but what if she touched him and sensed only didike, dismay,
or revulson?

He regarded her quizzicdly, his face grubby with dirt and a two-day stubble, his eyebrow dightly
arched.

To Kelene's congternation, she fdt a warm flush rise up her face. "Blagted hands™ she muttered to
hersdf. 1t was probably her magic tdent that gave her the empathic touch, but she had never used the
strange &bility enough to know whet it redly was or how to control it. Thank the gods, her empathy did
not extend to underganding people's thoughts---their fedings were sometimes more than she wanted!
She was glad Sayyed's red light overhead helped mask the blush in her cheeks.

To cover her nervousness, she tore off another piece of Tomian's tunic and used some clean water
to rinse the blood and dirt off Rafnir's upper arm. Just looking at it in the light of her little sphere, she
could see the tears were mosily superficid. The muscle of his am had not been damaged, and the bone
was intact.

Forcing her mind to concentrate only on keeping her magic light glowing, she leaned forward and
grasped the edges of the wound with her thumb and forefinger to pull it together. Rafnir stirred, whether
from pain or something ese she didn't know, because a tha moment the full force of his emotions
battered a her concentration. She tried to block him out, but his fedings were so strong they shot
through her mentd defenses like a flight of arrows. Confusion, nervousness, surprise, pleasure, and fear
were dl therein ajumbled swarm that made her gasp. He was as unsettled as she wad!

Cdm down! It's dl right! she told hersdf over and over uniil she could stop the trembling in her
fingers To her surprise, he seemed to absorb some of her reassurances. The overwheming force of his
emoations relaxed to a steadier, more accepting cam. Ever so gently she starred ditching, refusng to look
up into his face or acknowledge any of what she flt.

When she was finished, Kelene wrapped a torn grip of cloth around his am and busied hersdf
putting away the salve, the precious needles, and the remains of fabric. She looked everywhere but a
Refnir.

Theyoung sorcerer did not move for along moment. "I think Coren was right,” Refnir said dowly.
"You have more ability than you think you do." He stood up. "Thank you," he said and hurried away to
help with Tomian's grave.

Kelene watched him go, uncertain whether she fdt surprised or pleased. Thoughtfully, she took her
medicine bag and went to check the Hunnuli for any injuries that might need tending.

A short time later, the gear and tents were packed, and the bodies of Tomian and his beloved horse
were placed in the grave. The magic-widders lad his weapons besde hm and piled the earth into a



mound, while the Hunnuli watched with star-filled eyes and Nida sang the prayers of the dead. It was
late by the time they finished. The night was 4ill and black; the sky was overcast with thick, ralling
clouds. A wind promisng more rain stirred the tops of the pines.

With Sayyed in the lead, the smdl party rode from the copse and headed north by northeast, away
from the mountains, for the find leg of ther journey. If dl went wel and the weary Hunnuli could maintain
their pace, Sayyed estimated that, even if they rode straight through, they would reach the high plateau of
Moy Turaonly by sunset the next day. He hoped, perhaps, the ruins of the city would offer them some
protection from the wraith. If not, he doubted they could stay in Moy Tura long enough to search for
anything. The deadly spirit and the Korg, the ferocious guardian of the city, were more than his little band
could handle a one time. He had dready lost one of his companions; he did not want to lose any more.

The Hunnuli moved out at ajog trot, a steady, ground-eating pace that soon |eft the tree-clad dopes
of the Himachas behind. The ralling grasdands opened out before them in a vast black emptiness. Only
an occasiona flash of lightning broke up the immense dark spaces that surrounded the travelers.
Fortunately the ground was good and fairly leve, so the Hunnuli had no trouble finding their way.

Ran began to ful again in scattered showers that came and went with annoying frequency. The
clanspeople and horses were soaked, miserable, and tired to the point of exhaustion. The riders dozed
intermittently, but the bad dreams dung to ther minds, and fear rode by ther sde when they awoke.
Everyone kept an anxious eye on the trall behind them, yet they saw no 9gn of the gpparition in the heavy
darkness.

When dawn came, the light was dow and grudging. The Storm clouds hung tenacioudy overhead,
blocking the radiance of Amaras sun behind a low, threatening roof. The magic-wielders studied the sky
and fdt ther spirits drop as low as the clouds. The Hunnuli were miserable, too. The horses had been
traveing a a hard pace for three days with litle deep or food, and even ther iron endurance was

beginning to flag.

Then the wind veered to the east and strengthened to a strong guding force. In what seemed only a
few minutes, the winds ripped the clouds to shreds and opened the sky for the glorious morning light. The
grasdands came to life under the warming sun. Insects shook off the wet and began to rudtle in the tal
grass. Birds soared on the wind, and the smdl wild antelope came out of sheltered gullies to feed.

Shortly Sayyed began to look for a place to stop. He wanted a place sheltered from the wind and
the view of any passersby, but the grasd ands were virtudly tredess, gently ralling, and wide open. There
wasn't any redl cover asfar as he could see. He settled at last for a depression at the bottom of three hills
and led his smdl parry down. The Hunnuli came to a graieful stop. The riders sighed and dumped on
their horses backs. No one tried to move.

Sayyed was about to dignount when he saw the birds. There were two of them, long, lanky,
bald-headed desth birds that were soaring in lazy circles overhead. Disquieted, Sayyed glanced around
and saw nothing obvious that would attract carrion eaters. The other clanspeople didnt remark on
anything strange. They were ill Stting on the Hunnuli, too weary to move.

Are you well? Afer inquired quizzicaly.

"Yes, but look at those birdd What are the ugly things searching for?

Afer lifted hismuzzle. What birds?

Sayyed jabbed afinger at the sky. "Those birds. Can't you see them?' he demanded in disbdlief.



No.

Sayyed's eyes narrowed. He could see the birds clearly, yet the Hunnuli did not, and now that he
noticed, the other clanspeople did not seem to see the birds, ether. In fact, his companions were looking
rather strange. They were diff and glassy-eyed and motionless on their horses. Kelene had drawn her
dagger and was garing a her leg, Nida seemed adeep, and the three young men were gazing toward a
far horizon asif an enemy troop were about to appear. What was going on?

Sayyed glanced back at the sky.

The birds were dill there. Three more joined the circle, then another five. The sky seemed filled with
the black, slent birds dowly spirding down, closer and closer. Sayyed ducked as one bird swooped by
his shoulder, so close he could smdll the odor of rotten meat dinging to its feathers. He did off Afer and
pressed his back close to the big gdlion's sde.

What is wrong? Afer snorted. Alarmed, he tossed his head in agitation.

"Birds" hissed Sayyed. "Everywhere" He looked up to see the carrion birds 4ill floating above.
"They're waiting for usto die" His voice grew louder and his hand crept toward his sword hilt.

There was a sudden bloodcurdiing war cry behind him, and Sayyed whirled to see Savaron and
Rafnir fling themsdves from ther startled mounts and come charging coward him, brandishing ther
swords.

The two young warriors were fagt as lightning, and their murderous blades dashed toward Sayyed
before he had time to react. Savaron's sword would have taken his head off if Afer hadn't plunged into
the young man's path. Savaron rammed into the Hunnuli's bulk and fdl flat on his back. At the same time,
the white cat leaped from the galion’s shoulder to Rafnir's head and dung like a spitting, scratching cap.
The young man was thrown off balance. The cat made an agile jump from his head and landed in the
grass as Rafnir swerved, made awild swing at Sayyed, tripped, and fel. Only Sayyed's quick parry kept
the blade from dashing deep into his thigh.

All a once the Sx Hunnuli trumpeted a furious warning. The sound seemed to shatter the morning.
To Sayyed, the scene shifted dightly out of focus, then snapped back into gartling clarity. The birds were
gone, his party was huddled in a sunny dale, and his son was looking up & him, white-faced and

appalled.
"Father! | thought you were a Turic raider! | was going to kill you," Rafnir choked out.

Savaron, too, was stunned. "We both thought you were. | saw a mask, a black burnoose, and a
Tulwark blade!™

"And | saw degth birds" Sayyed leaned over and pulled his son to his feet. "Thank Afer that | did
not become carrion for red birds."

"But what caused us to see these srange things?' Kelene cried. "They seemed <0 redl. | thought a
viper was on my leg. | was about to stab it when the Hunnuli neghed.”

"I think our old friend is back, trying a new way to kill us" Sayyed said, danming his blade back
into its scabbard.

"But it's daylight," Kelene pointed out worriedly. "The wraith has never bothered us in the day
before.”



There was a muffled, choking cry, and everyone turned toward Nidla. "Look," she said, pointing
toward the brow of the nearet hill.

This time even the light of the sun could not hide the glowing outline of the gpparition’'s shape. It
stood above them, its face gloaing and its robes perfectly dill even in the strong wind. It lifted its head
and howled in glee.

"It's getting stronger,” Sayyed noted with apprehension.

"I don't think 1 want to wait around to see what he's going to throw a us next," sad Savaron,
jumping for his gdlion's back. Rafnir and Sayyed followed his example. Weary as they were, the Hunnuli
hedtily abandoned the hill and broke into a canter away from the glowing wraith.

"Why doesn't it attack us directly?' Rafnir asked his father when they had returned to their northern
heading.

Sayyed looked back. They seemed to be outdistancing the apparition, but how could he trust his
eyes anymore? "l guess it's not strong enough yet. Maybe with each life it takes, it becomes more
powerful. Besdes," he growled, "why should it bother? It's defeating us now."

Conversation died out after that, and the little party continued on in slence, ful of misgivings and
fear. They rode fast across the sunlit grasdands with the wind at their backs and the wraith at ther heds.
The strange spirit did not try to waylay them again with more hdlucinaions. Instead it seemed content to
amply follow them and bideitstime.

By noon the cool dampness of morning had burned off to a dry, crackling heat. The wind blew away
any extra moidure left from the rain. It tossed the long grass and kicked up the dust in stinging clouds.

Nidla suddenly broke the long stretch of quiet. "Why doesn't the wraith attack us agan?' she cried.

The others jJumped at the sound of her voice. Sayyed answered, "It's probably waiting for us to
stop. We're easier to reach then.”

"We're going to have to stop sometime. The Hunnuli can't keep going without water,” Kelene sad
worriedly. She had her hand pressed to Demirds sweaty neck; it was obvious that the smdler filly was

tiring.
Rafnir thought about the magic shidd he had used to guard his father the night before. That one had
faled because he had fdlen adeep. Perhaps a shidd was ill a ussful idea.

"What if we find awater hole and put up a defense shidld around us while the horses rest? Between
the 9x of us we should be &ble to hold the spell long enough for a break," he proposed.

"That wraith didn't react to my magic bolt,” Morad grumbled. "What makes you think it will respect
ashidd?'

"Maybe it won't, but we have to try something!" Rafnir shot back.

Sayyed rubbed his gritty eyes. They were dl getting short-tempered from fatigue and the heet, and
mog of the water in the water bags was gone. Kelene was right, they had to stop, if only long enough to
water the horses. "Can you find a water hole, Afer?"

The big gdlion dung his head in answer and veered off toward the right with the others close
behind. They cantered dong the dope of along hill, over another wide, tredess swell, and down into a



shdlow valey. A dry creek bed meandered dong the vdley floor, its gravel bars dill damp from the
nightsrain. A few sparse willows and cottonwoods lined the banks.

In the shadow of a rock outcropping beneath a tralling willow, the Hunnuli found water in a low,
muddy pool that barely reached ther hocks. They plunged in happily and dropped their heads to drink
the warm water.

Rafnir wasted no time forming a spell that surrounded the travelers, the horses, and the water hole
with a red, shimmering dome of meagic impenetrable to everything but the outside air. Whether it would
be proof againg the wraith's strange ahility to influence their minds, no one knew. Neither did they know
how long they could hold their dome. Shidds of megic power were difficult to mantain for a long period
of time because they required a great ded of srength to keep them intact. No one in that little group
would be able to hold a shidd for long. They were dl weary and feding the strain of their difficult ride.

One by one the people dismounted, stretched, and began to open their packs for some food. The
Hunnuli took thelr time drinking their fill, then fdl to grazing on the thin grass growing aong the banks.

The travelers had barely begun to eat when Kelene tugged Sayyed's deeve and jerked her head
toward therr trail. He followed her frightened stare and saw the wraith coming dowly toward them. The
clangpeople froze in place. The figure was moving steedily through the grass with along, deliberate stride,
its eyes fixed menacingly on the dome before it.

Alamed, Sayyed redized the foom was no longer nebulous. It had solidity, depth, and detal.
Benegath the glowing outline of phosphorescence, its robes were the same dark red of a priest of Sorh, its
feet wore woven sanddls, its hands were long and supple, and in the depths of its dark blue eyes burned
aloathing that drove a chill down Sayyed's back. The emotion was S0 intense on the wraith's face, its
features were twisted askew in amask of rage and abhorrence.

The figure walked to within two paces of the magic shidd and stopped. It ran its fierce gaze over the
dome, then studied the magic-wielders one by one. Every eye was locked on it; no one dared move.
Vey ddiberady the wrath stepped forward and began to force its way through the magic wdl. The
shidd wavered and dimmed under the assaullt.

" can't hold it!" Rafnir shouted, and Sayyed, Savaron, Nida, and Morad came to his aid. Together
they clasped hands and joined their power to his to strengthen the dome.

Kedene hedtated, because she had never tried to form or hold a shidd. But when she took Rafnir's
hand and joined the circle, she discovered the task was easier than she thought.

Magic poured through her body from hand to hand; it Szzled in her blood, roared in her ears, and
brought her mind brilliantly dive. She knew what she had to do and threw her entire will into the union of
magic-wielders.

The shield suddenly burgt into a blindingly bright scarlet hue, and the wraith, its form caught in the
surge of power, was thrown backward. The wraith shrieked with fury and threw itsdf at the red barrier
only to be forced back by the intense energy. Fndly it spat a curse and stood back, its luminous outline
dowing with its rage. "Sorcerers” It hissed the name like a maediction. "Together you are strong, but
you cannot endure againgt me for long. | will have my revenge.”

"Who are you?' Sayyed demanded.

The gpparition gave a sharp, bitter laugh. "Your destruction,” it swore ferocioudy, and in the flick of
afinger, it vanished.



The clanspeople stared a the place where the wrath had been standing, haf expecting it to return
and try again to break their shidd. When nothing happened, they began to breasthe easier. One after
another, they withdrew from the union until only Rafnir was holding the shield together.

"At least we know it is not completely impervious to magic,” Rafnir commented as he sat down on
the outcropping.

"Yes" Savaron said, "except look how much power we used just to keep that thing away. How are
we going to get rid of it?"

"Onething a atime" Sayyed suggested. He sank down to rest in the grass by Afer's feet. "We
know we can keep him at bay for a short while, so rdlax while you can. We mugt reach Moy Tura by

nightfall "

Morad paced around between the wdls of the shidd. "What good will that do us? What if it follows
usin?'

“I'm hoping it won't want to invade a sorcerers domain,” said Sayyed.

"Sorcerers domain, my mother's stew pot! That place is nothing more than an empty pile of rocks,"
Morad snapped.

"Do you have another suggestion?' Sayyed asked mildly, to which Morad only muttered something
to himsdf and subsided into his own thoughts.

The others wasted no time fallowing Sayyed's advice to rest. Savaron ate some food, then took
over the shidd from Refnir so he could est, too. Tam's cat sat by Afer's hooves and meticuloudy cleaned
her fur. The Hunnuli drank and grazed while Nigla brushed ther sweaty coats, and Kelene checked
Savaron's and Rafnir's wounds. Morad sat on the outcropping and stared morosdly at the hills

It was he who caught the firgt ill omen on the wind. He draightened and sniffed the ar worriedly.
Thar magic shidd was not impervious to amdls so when another breeze wafted around the dome,
Morad rose like a startled hound. Do you amdl smoke?' he asked.

CHAPTER EIGHT

Smoke?' exclamed Sayyed, stting upright fast. The clanspeople were dl too familiar with the
dangers of grass fires. They came to thar feet in darm. Savaron dissolved the shidd, and the Hunnuli
lifted their muzzles to test the arr.

Heisright, Afer confirmed. There is smoke to the east. /t smells of grass, not dung or wood.
"You don't suppose the wraith had something to do with this?' Kelene suggested.
Niela, looking pde, added, "What if thisisjust another dduson?’

Sayyed shook his head. "The wraith's dreams and illusons have never affected the Hunnuli, and Afer



confirms the smoke. | think thisisred.” He picked up his saddle pad. "Mount up,” he ordered.

A short time later, the smdl party rode up the dope of the valey. The wind was stronger now, full of
dust and sharp pieces of brittle grass. It snarled ther cloaks, pulled a Sayyed's burnoose, and set the
horses talsflying. The riders paused at the top and looked back to the east.

The women drew a sharp breath a what they saw. Sayyed's pdms broke into a cold swesat. The
entire eastern skyline was ablaze with orange and ydlow and smudged with risng black. As he shielded
his eyes againg the ginging wind, Sayyed discovered his clothes were covered with little black flecks.
There were cindersin the air.

"North!" shouted Sayyed. "WEell cut across the fire's path and try to reach the plateau.”

Strengthened by their rest and by growing fear, the sx Hunnuli galoped north. They knew as wel as
their riders that they could outrun dmost anything on the ground except a firestorm. The wind swept
across thar trail, picking up dirt and debris and bringing the acrid amdl of smoke. The Hunnuli pushed
untl their legs were blurs and their hooves thundered over the dry earth.

Far ahead, the travelers could see where the land began to change. The leve grasdands grew hillier
and more uneven. Smdl hills evolved to flat-topped buttes and rounded mounds; larger hills rose to
ridges and eroded bluffs. Sayyed knew that about three or four leagues beyond the firgt butte was a huge
plateau and atral leading up its steep sde to the ruins of Moy Tura. If the travelers could reach that trall
to the top of the plateau, they would be safe. Otherwise, Sayyed did not want to give much thought to
their chances.

Gritting his teeth againgt the flying dust, he straightened over Afer's risng and faling neck and risked
a glance to the east. The wall of fire was moving incredibly fast. Already it had haved the distance
between its towering flames and the desperately running Hunnuli. The smoke was thickening, too, making
the ar hard to breathe.

Terrified animas began to cross their path. Antelope and deer went racing by without a glance, a
wild dog, rabbits, and foxes darted sde by sde through the long grass. Birds flew franticaly from the
increadng gloom.

Sayyed looked ahead and saw the firg butte just off to the right. The plateau was not far, but the
warrior had a sck feding in the pit of his somach that it was too far. Alreedy he could hear the fierce
roar of the fire over the thunder of the Hunnuli's hooves. "Can you run any faster?' he ydled to Afer.

The gdlion's reply was short and full of regret. No.

Sayyed understood. The Hunnuli had traveled an incredible distance in four days and were weary to
the bone. Already Afer was having trouble breathing the hot, smoke-laden air, and his usudly effortless
pace was becoming labored. If Afer was having trouble, the others would be too, especidly the amdler
Demira Sayyed looked back over his shoulder and saw her far behind the other horses. He took one
more glance at the raging fire and made his decison. They weren't going to beat the flames and there
was no point breeking the horses in the van effort of trying. They would have to stop and stand ther
ground.

"Rull up!" Sayyed bellowed. He brought Afer to a hdt on the top of alow hill where a weathered
outcropping of rock formed a cap over the hill's summit. As soon as the other Hunnuli gathered around in
a huddled group, the warrior spoke rapidly to his companions. "Stay close together. I'm going to make
an artight shield around us, but Il need your help to hold it."



"Wl that work againgt such afire?" Savaron yeled over the increasing roar of the flames.
"I don't know," Sayyed shouted back.

They dl looked apprenensively a the approaching fire. From their position on the low hill they could
see the towering wall of flames sweeping toward them. Tufts of tal prairie grass were exploding into
flames, adding more and more smoke to the great cloud that billowed into the air to obliterate the sun.
The noise was dedfening, like an endless, ralling thunder.

Sayyed waited no longer. He had learned the spdl from Gabria many years before, and the words
came dealy to his mind. He envisoned exactly what he wanted---an artight, impervious dome of
magjic---gathered in enough power to form it, then began the spell. Gabria had used this spdll to contain a
fire Sayyed hoped it would work to keep one out.

At his command, five red pillars of energy rose from the Stony ground around the horses and ther
riders. The pillars grew until they reached above the talest man's head, then they curved over and united
inthe center. A clear red curtain spread out from each pillar and joined to form a dome surrounding the
travelers. The roar of the fire was immediaidy slenced.

The clanspeople watched as the fire rushed toward them. The trapped air in the dome was hot and
smoky, but it was certainly better than the difling atmosphere outside.

Sayyed fdt perspiration trickling down his face and shoulders, and his limbs began to tremble. He
closed his mind to everything but holding the dome. Beneesth him, Afer's sdes were heaving, his black
coat dick with swest. Y et the ddlion stayed as ill as possible, so as not to distract the sorcerer. Hunnuli
could not widd magic themsdlves, but they could lend their strength to their riders when such hdp was
necessary. Afer gave Sayyed some of his power now, sending it pulsng through the menta link they had
forged through years of friendship and devotion. Sparked from the white-hot lightning that gave the
Hunnuli therr power, Afer's might surged into his rider and bolstered Sayyed's flagging spell.

A moment later, Sayyed fet Rafnir join his power to the spdl, then Kelene, Savaron, Morad, and
Nidla The red dome flared to a brilliant ruby red.

And jugt in time. The wind blew burning pieces of grass around them and whipped the flanes to a
frenzy high over their heads. Smoke from the blaze rolled around them, dmost smothering the lurid glow
of the fire outsde the red walls.

The great sea of flanes was dmost upon them when Morad yeled in darm. His sudden cry startled
them, and they looked up, horrified, to see the wraith sanding by the dome's wal, the firestorm directly
behind it. In that criticd ingant, their concentration dipped, and the spdl wavered. An incredible heat and
raging noise burst through the thinning wals and knocked the people reding on their mounts.

"Enjoying my fire?' the wraith shouted. "All it took was an ember and a wave of the hand. Too bad
it won't be so easy for you to survive" He laughed in anticipation.

But he laughed too soon. With the last of his energy, Sayyed threw dl of his fury into the spel. The
wadls intengfied again, just long enough for the others to recover and jump to his aid. The noise died
down as the horribly bright wildfire engulfed them. The young people dosed their eyes to the light and to
the Sght of the wraith waiting in the flames. They poured dl of their aailities into holding the shidd againgt
the conflagration.

The seconds seemed to turn so dowly that the 9x riders thought the orded would never end. In
truth, though, the firestorm passed as quickly as it came. Pushed by the high winds, it roared over the



megica dome like a stampede, then thundered on to the northwest. The flames glowing light died down,
and the clanspeople opened ther eyes. Outside the dome the smoke was dill thick. A few amdl fires
lingered behind in tufts of grass and shrubs, and the blackened earth smoldered. The wraith was nowhere
to be seen.

The magic-wielders waited until the air in the dome was too old to use before they dissolved ther
life-saving shidd. The hot wind struck them the moment the dome disappeared. The wind was dill laden
with ash and dust and acrid with the samdl of burned grass, but it was blowing the worst of the smoke

away.

The Hunnuli stepped gingerly off the unburned rock outcropping onto the charred, hot ground. As
they walked, the scorched grass crackled under their hooves.

"Now | know wheat aloaf of bread fedslike" Rafnir said into the quiet.

The riders broke into laughter that was made richer by the joy of their escape. The unspoken tenson
among them eased when they redized they were safe from the fire and only a few leagues away from the
tral that led up to the top of the plateau and ther destination. The fire was dill raging to the east and
north; however, it posed no threat to the plateau or to themsdlves as long as they stayed behind it.

"Can anyone see the wraith?' Sayyed asked his group.

There was a pause while the others studied ther surroundings. "I think he's gone again," Savaron
answered for them dll.

"Where does he go?' Rafnir wondered aoud. "And how in Sorh's name does he keep up with us?'

The travelers remained slent. They had no answers about the wraith's baffling powers, only fears
that the next time he took ther party by surprise he would be more successful. The lignt mood of ther
escape dwindled away to trepidation. There were dill afew leagues to go to Moy Turaand no guarantee
that the apparition would not follow them ingde the city.

The company hurried on and soon saw the high plateau rising like a fortress from the plains. They
reached the traill without incident and without seeing the apparition again. The tired Hunnuli gratefully
trotted off the burned-out path of the fire onto the stone-paved road that wended its way up the sides of
the huge tableland.

The road was an old one, aremnant of the golden days when the cdlan sorcerers lived in the isolated
splendor of Moy Turn on the crown of the highland. In those days, nearly three hundred years ago, men
hed revered magic-widders, and a steady stream of visitors and supplicants had beaten trails to the city
gates. But something had happened to erode the clans trust in ther sorcerers. In the short span of one
generation, they turned completely againgt magic. Sadly, no living clansperson knew the full truth of the
tragedy, for when the clans betrayed Moy Tura, they destroyed everything touched by magic, thereby
losng forever an important part of their heritage and tradition. Only a few scars remained to remind ther
descendants of the past. The old road was one of those.

Dexpite its age, the road was in farly good condition. Its paving stones were dill intact and only
patialy overgrown by grass and weeds that had crept between the seams. The going was easy enough
that the Hunnuli completed the dimb to the top of the plateau by early evening.

The younger people looked around curioudy and were disappointed that there was not much to see.
The high, bald topped plateau stretched away as far as the eye could see without feature or landmark to
break up the empty expanse. There was nothing but the arched sky, the setting sun; and the golden grass.



"Whereisit?' demanded Morad, his fla face hard with irritation. He had expected to see the city's
ruinsrigng in front of him like a giant pile of rubble.

"It's ahead. Not far," Sayyed answered weaily. At least he hoped it wasn't far. He was so
exhausted he wasn't sure he could trust even his memory.

The rest of the party didn't seem much better. They were dl black with soot and reeking of smoke.
Keene was dazedly petting her drooping filly while Niela sat on her horse, her shoulders sagging and her
eyes haf-closed. The three young' men were looking more dert, but Morad's temper was showing and
Savaron and Rafnir were grim-faced.

They were about to ride on when they heard the clop of hooves on the tral behind them. Sayyed
waily straightened; the others looked back nervoudy. They were certainly not expecting anyone to be
fallowing them, so who ese would be riding up that particular trail?

The sound of hooves drew closer.

Thewind had died to a steady breeze and was blowing away from them, so the Hunnuli could not
scent who was coming. Neither could they see the traill beyond the point where it dropped over the Sde
of the plateau. Ther only clue was the steady thud of hooves on the road.

Kelene fdt the hairs on the back of her neck begin to rise.

There wasn't supposed to be anyone on the trall behind them. Not on this plateau. She was a the
end of theline of riders and had the clearest view of the road, so she pushed hersdf higher on Demirds
shoulders and craned to see who was coming.

She was the fird to spot the rider as he topped the dope. Her heart sank in recognition---it was the
wrath. But it was his mount that clogged the breath in her throat and trandfixed her with horror.

The glowing form was astride a Hunnuli, or what had once been a Hunnuli. The left Sde of the
horse's head was crushed as if from a terrible fdl; its neck was broken behind the ears forcing the head
to hang @ an unnaturd angle. The once shining black coat was filthy with dirt and loose patches of
decaying skin. The Hunnuli was obvioudy dead, yet by the wraith's uncanny power its corpse was
meking its way toward the travelers.

Kelene stared at the horse, her eyes bulging until she heard a choked gasp behind her.
"It's Tam's Hunnuli," Sayyed cried in a voice taut with rage and grief.

"That's how it followed ud" Morad yelled. "On a Hunnuli!™ Outraged, he raised his padm to blast the
animd.

Kelene saw Sayyed flinch as if he wanted to stop the Geldring, but the warrior clenched his hands
into figts and watched wordlesdy as Morad fired a bolt of the Trymian Force at the dead Hunnuli.

The bolt seared by Kelene and Demira, its blue energy crackling in the evening air. The blast struck
the horse on the chest and sank harmlesdy into the rotting hide. Somehow, Kelene was not surprised.
Hunnuli were impervious to magic, and apparently that protective ability lasted beyond death.

Thewraith lifted his head in a shout of derision. Kicking his mount into a galop, he headed draight
for Kelene and Demira

Before Keene could react, Demirawhedled away and bolted. The other Hunnuli took one stricken



look at their dead former companion and fled with her. They gdloped across the flat highland as fast as
their tired legs could move, while behind them came the hollow réttle of the dead horse's hooves pursling
them into the gathering twilight.

Kelene ducked her head low over Demirds neck and dug her fingersinto the filly's mane. She didn't
need telepathic communication to know that the little Hunnuli was exhausted. She could fed it in every
anving of Demirds legs, in the frantic cast of those lovely deep eyes, and in the red cupped nodtrils that
could not suck in the air fast enough. Demirds coat was soaked with sweat and spume flew from her
mouth.

Kelene wanted to cry for her. Even though she was fdling farther and farther behind, the filly was
druggling on with every muscle and snew to keep going.

Thegirl stole a quick glance over her shoulder and saw the wraith was drawing close. His menacing
form was bent forward; his hand was reaching out toward her. She fdt a powerful urge to scream. She
hed no clear idea what would happen if the wraith touched her, but she had no wish to find out. She
pushed forward over Demira's neck, her eyes squinted againg the wind, and fdt her fury kindling.

Kelene was sick to death of this hideous being! She hated his power over their minds and the terror
that dung to his presence. She deeply resented his merciless pursuit, which was forcing this Hunnuli she
liked and respected to run beyond the edge of endurance. All she wanted to do was get away from him.
But how? She couldn't just turn her back and hope he would go away, nor could she use her dumsy,
unskilled magic againg him. Somehow she had to help Demirago fagter.

The gill glanced back to see the wraith only a few paces behind. Now would be a good time to
learn to fly, Kelene thought, trying to force down her growing panic. She desperately scanned her mind
for any idea that could help her, but dl she could think about was flying. If Demira could fly, she could
escape, Keene was cartain of that. There had to be something she could try.

She searched her mind again, and this time she remembered the story of Vdorian's escape from the
chasm in Gormoth. Even though he had been untrained in his new power, Vdorian had created a magic
spd| that used the wind to lift his horse. Perhaps she could do the same thing-if she could lift Demira out
of the wraith's reach and reieve some of the strain on the young horse's legs.

Her problem was she had never cried to use a spdl that complicated. Gods, she hadn't used any
godl in five years--until lagt night. What if something went wrong again? What if she hurt Demira or
killed them both? A cold pit of fear settled in her somach, but she knew she couldn't let it stop her. The
wrath was dmog dongside. She could amdl the stink of the dead horse and hear the gpparition's throaty
chuckle,

"You are mine, you broken-footed excuse for amagic-wielder,” he hissed at her.

Clenching her teeth in fury, Kelene ducked away from him until she was dmogt hanging on Demiras
right Sde. "Watch your feet,”" she warned thefilly. "I'm going to try something.”

Hurry! Demira responded. Benegth the entreaty there was an undertone of fath and trust that gave
Kelene the last boost of confidence she needed. With dl the will she could mugter, she pulled magic from
the earth and forced its power into her control. She pictured in her mind a moving platform of wind, large
and srong enough to hold a horse's weaght, yet swift enough to carry them away from the wraith. Usng
her magic, she caught the evening breeze, bound it to her spell, and shaped the wind to her purpose.
Because she had created the gpd| hersdf, she had no formd incantation, so she set the spell into motion
by usng her own words to describe exactly what she wanted.



The words were barely out of her mouth when Demira sumbled. If Kelene hadn't had the ill and
grength of an Induran rider, she would have been pitched off. As it was, she was knocked even farther
off Demirds right Side, and her concentration on the magic began to fdter.

Srengthen the spel! Demira sent to her franticaly. | am falling through it.

Hanging on to the filly's mane with both hands, Keene fought to keep her leg hooked over the
Hunnuli's back while she closed her eyes and forced her will into her spel. She fdt the magic pour
through her, a wild primitive power that made her blood sng with its energy. Fercdy she sent it
downward to reinforce the support under Demiras body.

Almog at once, the little Hunnuli stopped gdloping. At the same time Kelene fdt a strange risng
sensation in the pit of her ssomach.

"Kedend" the girl heard Rafnir ydl, but she ignored his voice and ignored the increasng wind thet
tugged at her. All she heard was the wraith's howl of rage. Her eyes flew open to see the ground moving
by nearly eght feet below. Demira was arborne!

Shaking with rdlief and pleasure, she scrambled back up onto Demiras back. The filly, relieved of
the weight on her legs and the hard resistance of the ground, bobbed her head in thanks. Although
Keeneswind was carying her, Demirainginctivey moved her legs back into a canter. Her hooves dug
into the wind, and she soared forward, skimming the ground like a falcon. The wraith and dead mount fell
behind. .

Faster than Kelene imagined, they came up beside the others. Morad and Nida watched her,
openmouthed. Rafnir looked up, grinned, and clenched hisfig in sdute.

She lifted her hand to wave back, then changed her move to a warning gesture. The wraith, furious
a hisloss of one victim, had increased his mount's speed and was dodng in on the other Hunnuli. The
five black horses put dl thar strength into that desperate run, but they were worn and hungry, and ther
gpeed was badly diminished. The dead Hunnuli was catching up.

Kelene saw ther danger dl too clearly. She wanted to help, except she could barely keep Demira
going. She had not redized she would need so much strength to keep her spell intact. The girl knew her
friends only hope was to reach the ruins before the wraith. Perhapsiif they knew whereto go. . .

She directed the wind carrying Demira to lift the filly higher above the racing horses. From that
vantage point Kelene scanned the darkening horizon. A little to her right she saw something large and
dark rigng from the plain ahead.

It was difficult to disinguish its character in the twilight, yet the irregular outline could be only one
thing on this flat plateau.

"Moy Turd" she shouted to Sayyed. A wave of his hand sent her to the forefront, and she led the
frantic rush toward the old ruins. Stride by stride the horses drew closer to Moy Tura Soon everyone
could see the high, crumbling walls, the broken parapets, and the empty towers.

"There lies your dity of the sorcerers,” the wraith suddenly shouted. He was close behind Morad,
and his harsh voice made the Gddring cringe. "Its wdls are shattered! Its corrupt and evil towers have
been ground into dugt. Its heretics lie dead in their own blood. Thet is the fate of dl magic-widders who
Oefile the powers of the dmighty gods! Y ou can fleg, profaners, but you will Hill perish!™

Keene shut her ears to the wraith's crud words and guided her companions toward the only



entrance she could find in the high city wals She saw two broken towers to either Sde of a wide,
rounded archway, and caught a glimpse of the gates that had once hung there, now lying in pieces in the
dirt. A moment later, she and Demira were through the gateway and into the shadowed streets of the
city. She lowered Demirato the ground before gratefully dissolving her spell. Refnir, Nidla, and Savaron
came thundering in just behind her.

The four of them gathered close together just indde the gates and waited for Sayyed and Morad.
They knew there was nowhere to run in the ruins if the wrath came in after them, so they prepared to
gtand and fight.

Jug outsgde, Sayyed and Afer dowed until Morad and the wrath were nearly dongsde. The
gpparition's mount was bumping Morad's Hunnuli, and the young man was hanging onto his sdlion's
neck for dear life

With a dhriek, the wraith reached out for Morad. His long, grasping fingers were dmaost on the
young sorcerer's tunic when Sayyed shouted angrily, "Priest!"

His sharp voice drew the gpparition's attention away from Morad. Afer, trying to forget that the
dead Hunnuli had been his friend and companion for twenty-three years, veered sdeways and dammed
into the horse's sde. The broken gdlion staggered, gving Morad's horse the chance to shoot ahead
through the gateway and join the others.

Snarling a mdediction, the wraith turned on Sayyed. "Profaner,” he cursed. "You think to escape
me, but | spent my life hunting your kind." It wrenched the dead horse toward Afer.

The big black made one last vdiant plunge into the ruined gateway and whedled to a stop within the
gone wadls. There Afer paused, and he and Sayyed faced the gpparition on the other sde of the
entrance. The white cat, who was dinging to the saddle pad and packs behind Sayyed, poked her head
around his Sde and spat &t the dead priest.

The warrior raised his hand. "Come no farther, priest,” he commanded. ™Y ou do not belong herel”

The wraith hesitated, his glowing eyes daing at the high gateway. A flash of doubt crossed his
enraged face as if he had seen those gates before. But the doubt was gone in a flash of arrogance and
scorn, and he laughed out loud. "Nether do you, sorcerer. Your ways are dead.” He kicked his mount
forward.

The clanspeople tensed, ready to come to Sayyed's aid. Sayyed did not move. He was too weary
to run any longer and too angry to try. If the wrath wanted to enter Moy Tura to fight the
magic-wielders, he would have to get past him. He watched coolly as the grotesque horse came closer
and closer. The wraith's phosphorescent outline gleamed with a Sckening hue in the dark twilight; the
gench of death saturated the air.

Sayyed fdt his guts twis as the wraith came within two paces of the gate. His warrior's indincts
brought his hand to the hilt of his sword. Although he doubted the blade would help him againg this
fearsome gpparition, the familiar grip of the leather-bound hilt felt comforting in his hand. He was abouit to
unshegthe it when the dead Hunnuli stopped.

It was dmogt nose to nose with Afer, but it could not seem to come any closer. The wraith shouted
furioudy and leaped off the Hunnuli, Ietting the dead horse collgpse back to the ground in a hegp. On
foot, the apparition lunged at Sayyed and was brought up short by some unseen power.

Sayyed raised his head to the thick stone roof of the gateway and slently bresthed a prayer of



thanks to Amara and to the ancient builders of Moy Turn. Some of the old wards of the city were ill
intact.

Screeching with rage, the wraith tried again and again to force his way into the entrance, only to be
thrown back every time. The old wards were as powerful as the wards that had guarded his tomb; he
could not overwhelm them.

Fndly he stood back and glared baefully at Sayyed. "So. Not dl of the magic was destroyed. No
matter. You are trapped.” His expresson shifted to one of gloating contempt.

"I have been watching you, magic-wielder. | know you are here to seek help for your dying people.
But you wont find it in this dead shell! Soon you will have to leave. . . and | will be waiting." He turned
on his hed and strode into the night.

The clanspeople stayed 4ill until the red phosphorescence of the wraith's robes disappeared in the
dark. Then Sayyed's hand fdl from his sword. That dight movement was like a 9gnd that broke the
tenson. The younger people gathered around the warrior and Afer, taking dl a once in loud, excited
voices until their leader held up his hand. For the fird time in days, he gave them a weary amile "Let's
find a place to rest," he suggested.

They were very willing to do that and were just turning back into the city when a deep roar echoed
inthe distance, the voice of a hunting lion.

"The Korg," Nidla whispered.

Rafnir looked around at his companions sooty faces and at the swegting, drooping Hunnuli. "l think
we just jumped out of the fire into the cooking pot,” he said.

CHAPTER NINE

The clanspeople went no farther that night. They found shelter in the ground-floor room of a
tumbled-down tower beside the old city wal and made camp as best they could. No fire was lit and no
one spoke above awhisper for fear of atracting the guardian lion of Moy Tura

Sayyed was the only one of the group, and one of only three people il dive in the clans, who had
ever seen the Korg. Neverthdess, he did not need to impress a sense of caution and danger on his
companions. They had dl heard the legends of the Korg and listened to the taes of Gabrias journey
through Moy Tura over twenty years before. They knew the huge stone lion defended the ruins againgt
any intruders and would kill as mercilesdy as any red lion.

With the wraith outsde the wdls and the Korg prowling somewhere in the ruins, the travelers fdt
like rabbits trapped between a hawk and afox. Still, they were grateful for the shelter and the chance to
rest. Each Hunnuli and rider took aturn at sanding watch while the others dept. For the firg timein three
nights they were able to deep long and well without terrors salking their dreams.



Daylight was streaming through broken timbersin the roof when Sayyed came dowly awake to find
awarm, rough tongue licking his cheek. He fdt a soft weight standing on his chest, and paws that gently
kneaded his neck.

Get up, the white cat ingsted noisly. You are awake, and | am hungry.

He cracked an eye and saw her golden orbs saring a him intently. "Did you ever have a name?' he
whispered, spesking more to himsdf than the cat. Tam had dways fdt an animd should name itsdlf, but
she had not had enough time to learn her cat's name, and Sayyed had not thought about it until thet
moment.

The cat tilted her head and meowed. Name? No name yet. | am she who walks with the moon. |
am Tam's friend. | am Sayyed's friend. Afer stuck his nose close and gently nudged her. She swatted
a the big horse, knocking hersdf down and ralling over on Sayyed's face. | am Afer's friend, too, she

growled playfully.

Sayyed plucked the cat off his head and sat up. "Do you want a name? You have cartanly earned
one"

Like aweasd, she dipped from his grasp and sat down on the ground, her regd eyes unblinking. |
will think about it.

"Good. Meanwhile, we must get to work,” The warrior climbed to his feet and roused the others.
Savaron was aready outside, keeping a watch for unwelcome intruders. The rest of the party stretched
and yawned their way to ther feet. As quietly as possible, they ate some trail bread, cheese, and dried
fruit, then readied themselves to begin the search for the healers records.

When they were set to go, Sayyed picked up a broken stick and began to sketch in the dust. "This
is just a rough map of the city, since the lagt time | was here | was only trying to get out. From what |
remember, the city was built like a twelve sided geometric shape with four gateways, one here in the
south and three more to the west, north, and east.” He pointed his stick a each place and drew lines
from the gates to the middle of his map. "These broad streets go straight from the entrances to the center
of the city. We know this area must have been the heart of Moy Tura, Snce the Sorcerers Hdl and a
large temple are there. That's a good place to begin.”

Nida asked, "What exactly are we looking for?'

"Anything that could be connected to heding. Look for places where the heders might have stored
records, for libraries, houses of hedling, shops that sold herbs, or even burid places. Use your eyes and
your imaginations, Don't disregard anything that catches your atention,” Sayyed ran his fingers over his
bearded chin and looked a each face in turn. "Well start a the center and work our way out. | don't
need to tdl you the Korg is dangerous. Just be dert. If we get separated, meet back here," he finished.

The others nodded, their expressons a blend of nervousness, apprehension, and excitement. They
tied gtrips of coth around the horses' hooves to muffle the sound of their movements on the stone streets
and removed any metd objects on their persons that could jingle or rattle. When everyone was finished,
they rode from the tower room in snglefile,

The sun was wdl up as they gathered by the shattered gate. The light gleamed on the stones and
filled the ruins with bright heat. A flawless sky soared overhead, and the wind was bregthlesdy ill. Other
then the dead Hunnuli il lying by the gate, there was no Sgn of the wraith, and no evidence of the Korg,
gther. The city was egily Slent.



The Hunnuli left the shadow of the city wal and walked out onto the wide, rubble-strewn road thet
led into the heart of the city. For once the white cat did not ride with Sayyed but trotted ahead of the
horses, her tal held high.

For along whileit was a very quiet group that rode through the ruins, their eyes wide with awe and
curiogity. They stared a the remnants of what had once been the most beautiful city on the Ramtharin
Hans

Bullt by the dan sorcerers over three hundred years ago, Moy Tura had been the epitome of their
kill and love of beauty. Within its walls had lived the finest of the dan magic-widders the teachers and
apprentices, the heders, the shapeshifters, craftsamen, and the dl-powerful Council of Twelve. They had
loved their city so well, they had introverted themsalvesin itsisolated beauty. They never recognized ther
own clans distrust, envy, and hate until it was too late.

Through treachery and betraya, an army of clanamen broached the city's defenses and took Moy
Tura by sorm. The amy daughtered amog dl of the inhabitants, plundered the city, and razed the
buildings so Moy Turawould never be used again. After that, they marched on the summer gathering and
massacred every known magic-wielder in the dans.

What became known as the Purge proved horribly effective. Only a few magic-wielders escaped
degth by flesing the Ramtharin Plains or going into hiding. Magic became reviled and despised, sorcery
was forbidden on pain of death, and Moy Tura, the once glorious jewe of the plains, crumbled into dust
and faded into legend. For two hundred years it had lain abandoned, shrouded in mysery and guarded
only by alondy stone lion.

Gabria and her companions had been there once, years before, on the trail of Lord Branth. Sayyed
remembered that journey wdl. It was on that expedition that he had met Tam, learned to use his power,
and found Afer. Moy Tura had been only abrief and terrifying stop on a long journey, but the memories
of the place were burned inddibly into his mind.

He thought he would not be bothered by the emptiness and desolation, yet the old ruins touched him
more poignantly than they had that morning so long ago. He stared as hard as his young companions a
the piles of rubble covered in dust and cdlambering vines, at the weed-choked streets, the roofless towers,
and the empty ggoing windows. He saw piles of broken datuary blotched with lichen, shattered
fountains, and gardens long overgrown and filled with debris. The city looked so blesk and forlorn in the
morning sun it made him heartsick, and he cursed the terrible waste of life, talent, and wisdom.

Behind him, the other magic-widders were sudying the ruins with mixed emotions. Morad saw only
heaps of rocks and places where enemies could hide. Nidla was ready to leave a her fird chance. She
hed a cold, sick feding about this place, and dthough she wouldn't speak of it, she was badly frightened.
Savaron and Refnir were curious, but they were too busy checking their surroundings to see beyond the
narrow streets and the ruined buildings that crowded around them.

Only Kelene looked into her imagination and tried to see the dity as it might have been---whole,
clean, dive with people, crackling with the magicd energy of hundreds of magic-widders. It must have
been lovely, she mused, before the gray and white granite buildings were torn down and covered with
dust, before the flowers and gardens were trampled, before the streets ran with blood and became
barren stream beds wending their way to extinction.

Sorrow tightened Kelene's throat with unshed tears. The images in her mind were so vivid, she
stared around at the destruction, haf expecting to see a face in one of the dark doorways or hear
footstepsin an dley. But there was no life to see beyond a lizard that scuttled into a crevice and the flies



thet followed the Hunnuli. The emptiness hit her like a sharp ache.

Tearsfilled her eyes. Her fedings were gartling in their intengty, for until this journey, she had never
been deeply moved by the history of her people, especidly the magic-widders. Now she found hersdf
mourning the murdered sorcerers and their families dmost as deeply as she grieved for her brother. Blind
and thoughtless to their clans though they might have been, they had not deserved their fate.

Kelene shook her head. Thisisridiculous, she chided hersdf. Why should | weep for people whose
bones have turned to dust, when my own family is dying two hundred leagues away? Her fingers clutched
the gem on her tunic, and she remembered that in dl the haste to reach Moy Tura, she had not checked
on her mother in two days. Anything could have happened in that length of time. She promised hersdf to
do it that night when she could concentrate on the stone in the peace and relative safety of ther shelter.

Thelittle party rode deeper into the vast ruins. They said nothing to each other since it seemed better
to ride in quiet haste and start their search as soon as possible. The slence around them was oppressive,
the emptiness thoroughly depressing. Clanspeople were accustomed to busy camps and open spaces,
this dead dity was dmogt intolerable.

They were dl relieved when the Hunnuli came to a high stone wall with four arches opening into the
gpacious courtyard of a large temple. The temple, once a magnificent, multi-columned edifice, was now
only a hegp of old stone.

"I recognize this" Sayyed murmured. "We dmost caught Branth here. The Sorcerers Hal should be
just beyond."

TheHunnuli picked their way around severd piles of rubble, went past the stone wall, and walked
into awide, sunny square where the four main roads converged.

Two hundred years ago the square had probably been an open-air market and gathering place for
the entire city. Its wide expanse had been killfully paved with dabs of granite that had withstood years of
trampling feet, wagon wheds, and horses hooves, only to be stained with blood and Ieft to the mercy of
aun and wesether. The stones were pitted, cracked, and worn, but they were mute evidence to the love
and labor of the artisans who had laid them.

"Look over there" Rafnir said softly, pointing to the center of the square. The others followed his
gaze and saw a black obelisk topped by a golden, rayed sun. The sun design was eeslly recognizable
gnce it had been used by the dans for generations to honor Amara, the mother goddess. The
clanspeople gathered around the pillar and stared up at the sun shape towering nearly twenty feet over
their heads. It was lovely even through its cloak of grime and bird droppings. Its gold gleamed in the clear
aunlight, and its rays were sraight and intect.

"l wonder why the warriors didn't tear that down, too," Rafnir commented. He waved at the
remnants of the buildings around the square. "They didn't miss anything d<se."

Savaron tore his eyes away from the gold sun and glared around &t the ruins. "They probably didn't
want to anger the goddess," he said, then added with red bitterness, "though why they should worry
about that when they were destroying her city and washing themsdlves in their own dan blood, | don't
know."

Kelene looked coward her brother in admiration. So he fdt it too---the grief and anger and sense of
loss. She wondered if the reason she and Savaron fdt the disaster of this place so keenly was because of
their parents. Not just because Gabria and Athlone had come through here and brought their own
impressons of Moy Tura to the clans, but because the chieftain and the Corin woman were the firg



clanspeople since the Purge to be dlowed to live and practice sorcery. Gabria and Athlone could have
30 eadily become victims of the same hatred thet razed this city. The redization made Keene shudder.

"Theres the Sorcerer's Hdl," said Sayyed, interrupting her thoughts.

At the north end of the square sat a broad flight of steps that led up to the skeleton of what had once
been a large building. 1t seemed to the onlookers that the building had suffered the worst of the victors
savagery. Not only were its outer walls torn down to its foundation, but the broken pillars and heaps of
rubble within showed the unmistakable scorch marks and hest fractures of alarge fire,

"Not much left of it," Morad said sourly. "How do you know that's what it was?!

"By its height," Savaron answered before Sayyed could reply. "Look a those steps. The Sorcerers
Hdl was said to be the talest building in the city. The Council of Twelve had ther chambers in the very
top, so they could look down on their whole domain. Sorcerers came to study here and to teach those
who followed. Matrah wrote histome in one of those vanished rooms.”

Morad grimaced. "Yeah, | know dl that. So tdl me something | don't know. Where are the heders
records?'

"And where isthe Korg?' Niela added. She had to clear her throat to Steady her voice.

Sayyed did off Afer and patted the black's neck. "Two excdlent questions. Let's see if we can find
the answer to judt the fird." He studied the buildings around the square before he continued. "Well salit
up into two groups and Start a the Sorcerers Hal. Rafnir, Kelene, and Savaron, work your way dong
the eastern sde. Nidla and Morad will come with me to the western side.”

The travelers quickly dismounted, broke into their groups, and hurried toward the Sorcerers Hal,
the Hunnuli and the cat following dong. At the steps of the great hdl, they redized there was no point
wadting time searching that ruin. Everything above the foundation was destroyed. They went on to the
next set of buildings at ether sde.

Sayyed and his companions disappeared into the remains of what could have been a barracks or
dormitory. Kelene and the two warriors found themselves in a structure comprised of numerous spacious
rooms. The roof had collgpsed onto the second floor above and mog of the walls were crumbling.
Fortunately, afew support beams held up enough of the firg floor cdling to give the three people spaces
to search.

Caefully they worked ther way into the dim interior. The firg room was lit only by beams of light
geaming through cracks in the cdling. Neverthdess, there was enough illumingion to show the
clanspeople that the place had been ddiberately wrecked. The floor was a shambles of broken furniture,
smashed glass and crockery, and tools, dl buried under two centuries of dirt, cobwebs, and windblown
debris.

"Thismugt have been a house of artisans," Rafnir speculated. "Woodworking tools" he said, holding
up severd old chisds, ther wooden handles rotted away.

"You may be right," Kelene cdled from another room. "There are stone-carving tools and dabs of
marblein here"

For the next few hours they searched, room to room, house by house, one building a a time around
the square, and found nothing. Early in the afternoon they entered what looked like a large apothecary
shop where they spent the better pan of an hour searching through shelves, bins, and broken jars. After a



while Rafnir went outside through an overgrown garden to check some outbuildings. Kelene and Savaron
continued their invegtigation into the next set of rooms facing the square.

Kedene's ankle and foot were throbbing when she findly dropped down on a falen timber and
pushed her har back from her face.

"You made asmudge,” said Rafnir from the doorway. He walked into the room, carrying something
grdl under his arm. With a smile, he wiped the dirt off her forehead and sat down beside her.

Savaron, just behind them, grinned to himsdf and dipped out of Sght into another part of the
building.

Kelene fdt her heart begin a dow pound. If anyone had asked her on the afternoon of the Induran
race if she would want to St beside Rafnir, she would have spat in the speaker's face. Now, after dl that
hed happened since that momentous race, she not only wanted him to gt there, but she fdt safe,
exhilarated, warm, and lightheaded dl in one rush of emation. It was a reaction she had not anticipated.
Kedene sat close to him, so breathless and confused she didn't know what to say. She prayed he would
not make any mention of her ankle at that moment. His pity she didn't need.

Happily, he didn't. Instead he tilted his head and looked a her. "How did you do that spell
yesterday?'

Keene was s0 sartled by his question that she couldn't remember for a moment. "What spell?’
"Vdorian's pdl to form a platform of wind. It was brilliant."

She blushed at his compliment and looked down &t the rocks by her feet. "It was desperation.”
He laughed, a deep, pleasant sound. "Well, it worked. Demiraflew like the wind."

"No," Kelene said; rasing her head again. Her confusion was forgotten in the remembrance of the
day before. "She didnt fly. Not like | want her to fly. She was only carried by ar and magic, and |
couldn't have kept her up much longer. The spdl took too much srength to sudtain. If Demirais going to
truly fly, she must do it on her own.”

Rafnir grinned broadly, his eyes boring into hers. With deliberate casuaness, he uncovered the
object under hisarm and handed her aflat chunk of weathered marble. "I found this for you. It was part
of afrieze over a door in the garden back there” The marble fdt cold to Kelene's hands. The top was
featurdess, but the bottom was knobby and uneven to the touch.

Thegirl turned it over and stared at the ddicate rdief carving on the stone. The subject was fandful;
the workmanship was exquisite and detailed. It was so perfect it brought tears to Kelene's eyes.

"A winged horse" she breathed. She ran her fingers over the raised figure, tracing its prancing legs
and the wide, outstretched wings that curved gracefully from powerful shoulders.

She turned her shining eyes to Rafnir, and he fdt a quiver tingle through him. "I, uh, broke it off. . . |
didn't think the owner would mind," he managed to say.

"Thisisit," Kelene said, jabbing afinger at the carving.

"Thisiswhat we have to do!" She subsided into slence while her imagination sprang free of the earth
and went wheding among the clouds. "A winged horse" she sang to hersdlf, and the words glittered in
her mind. She hugged the old stone carving to her chest. She had the image now; the end result was clear



in her mind. Somehow they had to devise a workable spdl that would create that result without injury to
Demira

Was it possible? Kdene tucked the marble tile ingde her tunic. She hoped so. By the gods, she
hoped 0!

"Thank you," she began to say to Rafnir when she heard Nigla cal somewhere outside.
"Kdene Rafnir!" Nida shouted nervoudy. "Savaron! Where are you?'

Kelene rushed to her feet in darm. " She shouldn't be ydling like that." Before she could limp to the
nearest opening, Rafnir was past her and running out the doorway .

Judt as he Ieft the building, the quiet was abruptly shattered by a tremendous roar that reverberated
through the square. Kelene heard dl sx Hunnuli neigh awild chdlenge as Nida screamed in terror.

"Nida Run!" Keene heard Refnir ydl. Kelene lunged franticadly for the doorway. Under the sudden
pressure of her weight, her weak ankle gave way, and she sumbled into the wall. She would have fdlen
if Savaron hadn't come up behind her and caught her arm.

"What's hgppening?" he cried, seadying her againg the broken doorframe. They both looked out in
time to see the Korg bounding across the square toward the running figure of Nidla Kelené's fingers
clenched the wood, and her voice rose in a scream. "No!"

Hdf again as large as a Hunnuli, the Korg was shaped of gray stone in the form of the maned cave
lions that roamed the Darkhorn Mountains. Long, powerful legs drove its massve body with incredible
speed after the fleaing clanswoman.

Kelene fdt hersdf go numb as she waiched Nida desperately trying to reach the cover of the
nearest building. Sayyed and Morad raced after her from their Sde of the square, and Rafnir dosed in
from the opposite direction, but Kelene redized they had little hope of reaching the Jehanan woman. The
Korg was ganing too rapidly.

Only Nidas Hunnuli moved faster than the stone lion. Like a black streak, the mare galloped across
the paving stones to defend her rider. The Korg was a legp away from catching Nida when the Hunnuli
charged between them and reared, pounding her hooves in the face of the huge lion. The Korg barely
paused. It towered over the furious horsg, its round eyes glowing with an uncanny gold light, its stone
teeth bared. In one swipe of alarge front paw it smashed the black mare to the ground.

Nidla sumbled in horror. She clamped her hands to her head, and walled a long, rending scream of
anguish.

The remaining Hunnuli neighed again, their voices highin anger and grief.

"Say here" Savaron snarled to Kelene. He threw himsdf on his stdlion and gdloped after the other
men. From severd different directions, the four men raised their hands and fired a barrage of the deadly
blue Trymian force a the Korg. The lion roared in anger. It was knocked back a pace by the powerful

energy, but the bolts bounced harmledy off its body. Before the men could fire a second time, the Korg
pounced forward.

Kelene screamed again as the fearsome beast crushed her friend under its stone paws. Through her
tears she saw the lion trample Nidla and toss her like a bloody rag onto a heap of rubble.

Her face hot with fury, Keene limped out the doorway ready to find Demira and join the battle



agang the Korg in spite of her brother's order. She had no more than set foot out the door when the
Korg turned and, as quick as lightning, went after Sayyed. The warrior Sorang for Afer's back.

Sayyed bellowed, "Scatter! All of you!" and Kdene threw hersdf back insde the shadowed
building.

The young men obeyed, too. Vaulting astride their Hunnulis, Morad and Rafnir fled from the square
intwo different directions. Savaron disappeared past a broken archway down a Sde street. Sayyed took
one last look after his companions, then fired another bolt of megic at the Korg to draw him on. Afer, the
Korg close on his heds, galloped down the northern road and vanished into the ruins.

The sguare, empty now except for the bodies of Nida and her Hunndli, fdl slent. From the dark
doorway, Kelene peered out and spotted Demira close by, pressed into a narrow space between the
broken wals of two buildings. The little Hunnuli was visbly trembling. Thankfully, the girl eased out the
door and joined the horse in her hiding place. They stood for along time pressed together while Kelene's
tears wet Demirds dusty coat.

When the silence and solitude of the square became too much to bear, Kelene and the filly dipped
from ther shelter and moved warily toward Niela. There was no question that the woman and the mare
were dead. Ther broken, torn bodies were aready svarming with flies.

Kelene swalowed hard and looked around the square. There was no 9gn of anyone to hdp her
with the task she wanted to do, but she was not going to leave Nidla to the carrion eaters. While Demira
kept watch, Keene dragged the woman's body close to the mare and laid them out together.

There was no time to build a pyre or dig a red grave, so Kelene used a levitaion el to move
chunks of rock around and over the bodies urtil they were completely covered.

The magic worked so wdl for her she was able to complete the task before the sun had moved
perceptibly in the sky. All the spells and lessons her mother had tried to teach her must have soaked in
after dl, she musaed when she placed the find stone on the cairn. She was growing more confident with
her tdent and more comfortable with the fed of magic courang through her. Nida would have been
proud of her.

Sudden anger made Kelene kick arock across the paving. She raised her fig to the sky. "What do
you want us to prove?' she shouted to the godsin ther firmament. "Firgt the plague, then the wraith, now
the Korg. Can't you give us a little hep?' There was no answer from the bright sky---not that Kelene
expected one from gods who remained so mysterious and aoof.

But Demira tossed her head nervoudy. Kelene, | do not think yelling is a good idea.

The young woman clenched her teeth to keep her anger from bailing out any more. The filly was
right---shouting could bring trouble. Kelene bent down ingtead and twisted a piece of flowering vine
around the top stone of the cairn.

She fdt a soft muzze nudge her elbow, and she wrapped her ams around Demiras neck. The
swet, familiar andl of horse filled her nogtrils; the black hairstickled her cheek. To her, though, the mogt
soothing sensation was the warm trust and comfort she fdt in the Hunnuli's presence. Gone weas her old
reluctance to ride the black horses. Now she fdt only pride and honor as she pulled hersdlf up onto the
filly's back. She wasn't certain how Demira fdt about therr new friendship, but Kelene had a notion that
her gdding, Ishtak, would have to find a new master.

Thefilly cautioudy trotted across the square toward the southern road, her muffled hooves meking



aull thuds on the Stone, her nodtrils flaring to catch the dightest scent. They were dmogt to the waled
temple when they heard a yowl behind them. They looked back to see the white cat stresking across the
rubble.

Wait for me! she cried. With a powerful leap, she sorang onto a pile of stone and up into Kelene's
lap.

Kelene pulled the cat close. "Y ou're trembling,” she said. "Are you dl right? Where is Sayyed?'

The cat meowed, | am not hurt. Scared! That was big cat! | have not seen Sayyed since lion
chased him away.

"The Korg isnot ared cat, you know," Kelene told her in an uneasy whisper. She was glad for the
gmdl animd's company. Taking to her helped take her mind off her own fear.

"My mother told me the Korg was once a powerful sorcerer, a shgpeshifter who changed his form
to hide from the warriors who destroyed this city. She thinks he has been overwhelmed by londiness and
grief and can't change back into human form.”

Tam's cat hunkered down into the warmth of Kelene's Igp. Hal that explains it. He hunts as
human, not as cat.

"What do you mean?"

He did not stalk. He did not hunt. He saw Niela and killed with paw. Cats kill with teeth and
claw.

Keene patted the cat nervoudy. "Is the Korg anywhere nearby?' she asked Demira.
I cannot smell him, thefilly replied.

Kelene was grateful for that. But though the Korg was too far away for the horse to scent, it was
close enough for them to hear. Roars of anger echoed through the ruined city, sometimes coming from far
away, other times sounding too near for comfort. Demira hurried toward the tower by the gate, where
they hoped to find the remaining travelers.

They had just passed an intersection when they heard another voice call, "Kdend" Keene's heart
stopped, then skipped with joy and relief.

It was Rafnir, dusty and pae under histan. He was s0 glad to see her he kicked his Hunnuli, Tibor,
into a canter. The gdlion snorted &t the crude assaullt to his ribs but went dutifully, his eyes glowing warm
a the pleasure of seeing Demira and Kelene safe.

"Thank the gods, you're dive" Rafnir exclamed in a rush of breath. "That Korg chased Tibor and
medl| over the ity before we lost him. | had no idea where you were."

"What about your father?' Kelene wanted to know.

"l don't know. | havent seen anyone dse snce we left the square.” Deeply worried, he stared out
over theruins,

Words of reassurance came to Kelene's mind, but she regjected them. As strong and intdligent as dl
three magic-wielders and therr Hunnuli were, the Korg was cunning, powerful, and unpredictable. Too

meany things could go wrong.



Together the man and woman rode slently back to the south geate, their fears for their kinamen heavy
intheir thoughts.

CHAPTER TEN

A shaken Morad was the only one waiting in the shadowy tower room when Kdene and Rafnir
arrived back at the southern gate late in the afternoon. The young Geldring was so glad to see them, he
hugged them both before asking about the others. "Is Nidatruly. . . ?*

Kelene nodded. To dill the trembling of her chin, she told the men how she had built the cairn over
the bodies.

Morad jerked his handsin a frustrated motion of grief and dumped to the floor to St by his Hunnuli's
feet. "Why did she have to shout? She was just supposed to find you, not announce her presence to the

cty.”
"She was scared,” Kelene replied sadly. "She probably didn't think beyond that.”

The three clanspeople subsided into slence, mulling over their own thoughts as they waited for
Sayyed and Savaron to return. Kelene remembered her decision to use the Watcher, so she sat down,
her back againg the cool stone wdl, and unpinned the brooch from her tunic. Morad and Rafnir watched
while she stared into the brilliant depths. When she was finished, without a word Kelene fastened the
brooch back inits place.

"Tdl us"" Rafnir prompted.

The dender girl Sghed, a sound as soft as a whisper. "There isnt much. | think Mother was resing
under atree in the Council Grove. | saw the grove full of tents. It's a mesd They're burning some sort of
incense around the edges. There was so much thick ydlow smoke it was hard to see detalls”

Her voice began to tremble, and she had to clear her throat atime or two before she could continue.
"What | could see was awful: there was a stack of bodies by the council tent.”

"Did you see Lord Athlone or Lymira?" asked Rafnir.

"No. Some of the priestesses were there hdping, and | saw Lord Fiergan, but there was no sgn of
Father."

"We're running out of time" Morad said gloomily. "We could spend days poking around this blasted
ruin while the Korg picks us off one by one and ill come no closer to finding anything that will stop the
plague” He sprang to his feet and paced back and forth in the crowded space between severd fdlen
timbers. "What good isdl of thisif the clans are dead before we can get back?”’

"None whatsoever," Sayyed's voice said from the entrance. The warrior strode into the room with
the intengty of a man about to fight a dud to the death. His swarthy skin was flushed and swesting from
exertion and his face was haggard, but his dark eyes were hard with angry resolve.



The three young people crowded around, clagping his arms and grinning with relief. Kelene hugged
him fiercdy. Then, to her intense rdief, Savaron appeared in the doorway, adso safe and unharmed. He
was swiftly pulled into her arms.

"By Surgart's sword, | didn't think 1'd ever give that beast the dip," Savaron swore. "He's not only
big, he's cunning.”

A amdl amiletugged at Kelene'slips. "But he doesn't hunt like a cat." The men looked blank and she
added, "Tam's cat sad that. | told her the legend of the Korg, that he is redly a sorcerer, and she said
that's why he doesn't hunt like a cat. He hunts like a human.”

Rafnir scratched hisjaw. "I wonder if that's true.”

His father dapped his shoulder and said, "Tomorrow were going to find out. We're going to set a
trgp.”

Startled, the others exchanged quizzicd glances. Savaron was the fird one to comprehend what
Sayyed was saying. "Y ou want to capture him?' he burst out, horrified and intrigued at the same time.

"He seems to be our only hope" Sayyed explained. "Morad is right, we wasted a whole day and
log Nidla | can't see the sense of keeping up this blind search when our people are dying.”

"So what are you going to do with the Korg? Keep him out of the way?" asked Morad.

"We're going to seeif the legend is right. If the Korg is a shapeshifter, maybe we can convince him
to change back and help us find the records.”

The four magic-wielders were shocked into wide-eyed congternation. "How?' cried Kelene.

Sayyed's body seemed to sag alittle, and he leaned back againg the wall. "'l don't know that part.
I'm hoping something will present itself. Any suggestions?”

They talked quietly late into the evening, discussng every course of action, farfetched or otherwise,
that they could think of. Long after the stars began to shine, they decided on a plan of sorts. Sayyed told
them, "Well set watches like lagt night so everyone can get some rest. Youll need your srength in the
morning."

After a quick med they bedded down, Rafnir teking the firg watch. The men were quickly adeep,
but Kelene could not find rest so eadly. Her thoughts kept turning on a treadmill of images---the coundil
grove with its pdl of ydlow smoke, the look on Nidas face when her Hunnuli died, the Korg's ferocious
gold eyes--and underneath it dl was a gnawing sense of urgency. Even if they found the records
tomorrow, there was dill a three or four day ride back to the Tir Samod. And what if the wraith was il
out there beyond the walls waiting for them to step foot outside the city wards? How could they escape
him again?

Kelene stewed until her restlessness propelled her from bed. without conscioudy intending to, she
wandered outside and found Refnir gtting on a fdlen pile of rubble at the foot of the old tower. The
Hunnuli stood close by, black shapes againg the stone wadll. Rafnir amiled, his teeth a pae blur in the
darkness, and he shifted over to make room for her on his perch. Conscious of her weak ankle, she
picked her way up the stones and eased down beside him.

They sat for a while in companionable slence, each glad for the other's presence. The ruins lay
around them in a black, slent massful of dense shadows and whispers on the wind. To the west a new
moon was snking from a sky bejewelled with countless gtars.



Kelene drew a deep breath of the warm night air. She was about to expe it when she saw
something from the corner of her eye that made her gasp. Her hand grabbed Rafnir's arm.

"I know," he whispered. "'l saw it, too."

Beyond the portals of the broken gate, past the rotting corpse of the dead horse, was a reddish
phosphorescent glow standing near the remains of the lion statue that had once guarded the entrance. The
figure did not move, but waited with mdicious peatience for the prey he knew would have to leave soon.

"Thet thing makes my skin crawl," Rafnir admitted.
Kelene shivered. "What does it want? Why isit trying to kill us?'

"It hasn't been very takative" he said dryly. "But it certainly has an averson to magic." His gaze left
the wraith and settled on the corpse of his mother's Hunnuli. "I've been thinking," he said, sruggling to
keep the sadness from his voice. "Fnding the hedlers records is only part of our problem. We 4ill have
to get them back to the gathering. We know we can't outrun the wraith, and so far, we haven't been able
to outfight him, either. Demira seems to be our only hope. If she had wings, maybe she could outfly him."

Kelene dropped her eyes to Tam's Hunnuli. She remembered the frantic run across the plateau the
day before and Morad's van attempt to destroy the wraith's horse. "Yes, you're right,” she murmured.
"But we have a problem. Hunnuli are impervious to magic. How are we going to work a spell on Demira
if the magic won't affect her?'

"That's what I've been thinking about,” Rafnir answered. “Weve dways been told Hunnuli are
impervious to magic, but none of us have ever tested that belief.”

Kelene peered a him through the darkness asiif he had logt his sanity. "Of course they have. Mother
and Nara proved it when they fought the gorthling before we were born!"

"They proved that a Hunnuli is protected from destructive magic, but what about other kinds of
oelIs? Maybe ther resistance to beneficid magic is not so strong.”

"That's crazy,” snapped Kelene, and yet maybe it wasn't. It was true no one had tested the full
drength of the Hunnulis defenses. What if there were weaknesses? The posshilities popped in her
thoughts like fireflies "How do we find out?' she said in the next bregth.

Rafnir squeezed her fingers. "Why don't we ask the Hunnuli?"

That seemed such a senshble idea Kelene scrambled down the rubble pile, pulling Rafnir with her.
They went to the sheltered corner of the wal where the five Hunnuli were resting. None of the horses
was adeep, for they were on guard againg the Korg, and the close proximity of the wraith made rhem
nervous. They welcomed Kelene and Rafnir into their midst with soft nickers. The pae blur of Tam's cat
meowed degpily at the two people from awarm perch on Afer's back.

Rafnir patted his gdlion, Tibor, then got right to the point. "We were wondering if any of you know
how strong your resistance to magic redly is™ he sad to dl five Hunnuli.

"Areyou protected againg dl magic?' Kelene added. "Or just dangerous megic?'

The Hunndli lifted their heads, surprised by such a question. They looked a one another, but none of
them had a ready answer.

Tibor findly responded, Certainly we are protected against any destructive spells, but



beneficial ones? | do not know. He turned to Afer. What do you think?

Afer did not answer at fird. He was one of the oldest Hunnuli in the clans and one of the few who
had once run wild in the Darkhorn Mountains before the return of sorcery. The younger Hunnuli deeply
respected his wisdom, but even he seemed taken aback by the question. He stood for a long while, his
deep liquid eyes logt in thought. When at last he gtirred, he shook his mane. Many years ago, | broke
my leg and would have been destroyed if Sayyed hadn't stepped in to fight for my life. At the time,
the King Sallion told us that no magic would help Hunnuli. Yet after spending all these years with
magic-wielders, | believe the King Sallion was wrong.

The old ddlion looked straight at Rafnir and Kelene. | am not certain, but | think a trusted rider
could break through his or her Hunnuli's defense with magic, as long as the spdl is not harmful.
He broke off his words, stretched out his neck, and pointed his muzze a Rafnir's chest. Why do you
want to know?

Kelene and Rafnir exchanged glances. "We want to give Demira something,” Kelene said nervoudy.
She hadn't thought until this conversation that the other Hunnuli might not approve of her idea.

Like what? asked Savaron's gdlion.

After amoment's hesitation, the girl pulled out her marbletile. "That," she said, jabbing afinger a the
caving. "Thisiswhat we want to do."

The Hunnuli's excdlent night vison needed no extra illumination to see the figure of the winged
horse. The black horses crowded around in incredulous sllence. Even the white cat interrupted her nap to
peer over Afer's shoulder.

Demirawas the firs one to respond. Wings? | could have wings? she asked, ddighted.

Tibor, though, snorted in dishelief and stamped a hoof at the filly. This is ridiculous. Insects fly.
Birds fly. Why should a Hunnuli fly?

And what law said we have to remain earthbound? Demira retorted.
Afer snorted at them both. Why do you want to do this? he asked the humans.

Keene explained as best she could the reasons why she and Rafnir wanted to attempt such a fedt.
When she was finished, she looked from one horse to another, waiting for their response.

Is this something you are willing to do? Afer addressed Demira
Yed thefilly's reply was adamant.

It is an astounding plan, Afer commented. He nudged Demiras shoulder. Well, | see no reason
why you cannot try it. The big galion returned his wise regard to Rafnir and Kelene. But what are you
going to use for wings?

Keene's hand tightened on Rafnir's deeve. She had to get atight rein on her excitement before she
could answer. "We redly don't know. Since we can't create living flesh or make anything as complicated
as awing, we're not certain what we should use. Do you have any ideas?’ she asked the Hunnuli.

Don't be silly, meowed the cat from Afer's back. Ask horses about wings? You want wings, ask
bird.



"What bird?' asked Rafnir dryly.

The white cat stood up; her tal began to twitch. You want bird? | will find bird. She jumped lightly
to the ground.

Kedenes face grew very thoughtful. "A bird could be usgful,”" she murmured.
Then | hunt, the cat growled. Do you want a big bird or a little bird?

"Whatever you find would be a hdp," Rafnir told her. His imagination was beginning to follow the
same path as Keene's thoughts. A bird just might be the key to the success of ther plan.

Her tall twitching in earnest, the cat meowed a farewd| and dipped into the ruins. Her departure
seemed to Sgnd the end of the taking, for the Hunnuli drifted back to ther previous postions and
relaxed once more. Pleased by what the horses had told them, the two magic-widders returned to their

post by the tower.
"l wonder why no one ever asked the Hunnuli about ther invulnerability,” Rafnir said.

Kelene chuckled her soft, rich laugh and said, "No one thought of it, | guess. Don't forget, the
Hunnuli had no riders for over two hundred years.”

Rafnir nodded once and eased a little nearer to the girl. With ther heads bent close together, they
whispered long into the night about magic, wings, and flying. They sat through Rafnir's watch, then
Kelene's and Savaron's. The moon had long set when they findly yawned and woke Morad for his turn
a guard. They bid each other a quiet goodnight and retired to their beds, contented.

* * % % %

The men were up and eating breakfast when Kelene awoke.

She cracked open an eye, redized thet it was morming and that she had dept late, and opened both
eyes---to find her brother grinning at her.

"Thank you and Rafnir both for taking my watch last night," he said, ateasng note in his voice.

His grin widened, making Kelene wonder just how much he knew or guessed about what she and
Rafnir were doing. Ther plans for Demira weren't exactly a blood-sworn secret, but she was hoping to
keep it quiet until after they had falled or succeeded. She didn't want to lisen to any ridicule or build up
anyone's fase hopes. 1t would be better to surprise everyone. She dimbed out of her blankets and
shrugged. "We didn't mind. We couldn't deep last night.”

"Hne" Savaron sad, transferring his grin to Rafnir. ™Y ou can have my watch tonight, too."
"Perhaps welll take it. Your sgter is certainly prettier than you in the moonlight,” Rafnir retorted.

At Savaron's ddlighted guffaw, Kelene's face turned afiery red, and she turned her back on the men
to hide her embarrassment. Pretty in the moonlight! Of dl the insolent remarks! She put her hands to her
hot cheeks. Was Refnir teasing, or did he redlly mean what he said? They'd had such a pleasant time last
night, she hoped he wasn't just ribbing her for her brother's entertainment. Kelene liked Rafnir more rhan
she expected, but her fedings for im were ill too new.



She didn't know how he fet about her or what she should do with her own growing attraction to
him. Timewill work it out, she told hersdf firmly. But she put away her gear, plaited her hair, and ate her
breskfast in a very pensive slence.

The party was ready to go when Sayyed cdled, "Mount up!" from the gap in the wall they used for a
doorway. He glanced around at the shadowy room and frowned. "Has anyone seen Tam's cat?'

"She went hunting last night," was Keene's truthful reply. Asfar asit went.

Thewarrior looked worried, but dl he could do was shrug. "I suppose shell be dl right. Now," he
sad to hisfour companions, "you know what we have to do. Be wise. Do not try to prove your boasts
today. We need the lion, not more cairns. Kelene," he went on heavily, "I'm sorry to do this to you, but
you and Demiramugt be the bait snce sheis amdler and faster through those debris-choked streets than
our horses. Can you do that?"

Kelené's eyes invaluntarily did to Rafnir's face. She was rather startled to see he had gone very pale.
She nodded once, unwilling to trust her voice, and pulled her gaze down to her boots.

They went over their plan one more time, then slently went outside to mount their Hunnuli.

Demira greeted Keene with awarm muzze to her cheek. Her breath fanned the woman's face. You
are frightened, thefilly sent worriedly.

Keene didn't say anything more than, "We're about to bait the Korg," as she pulled hersdf up onto
thefilly's broad back.

As so0n as they were ready, the searchers made their way through the ruins as circumspectly as
possible. In due time they dl arived safey at a building Sayyed had spotted the day before in the
northern quadrant of the city, not far from the centrd square.

What was left of the building was perfectly round, about twenty paces in diameter, and built of
sone. At one time there had been two subgtantial timber-framed stories built over the massve stone
foundation that formed the walls and caling of the ground floor. The upper stories had been partidly
burned during the attack on the dty and Ieft to rot, but the stone wadls of the lower floor were il
danding as thick and stout as the day they were built.

The clanspeople dismounted and walked insgde through a double-width doorway large enough for a
wagon to enter. The heavy cdling towered nearly fifteen feet over their heads and was dill intact, keeping
the space below in damp gloom. The remains of what could have been a huge grinding stone lay in
severd piecesin the center of the round room. A second large entrance lay directly across from the firg,
the rotten remains of its wooden doors hanging lopsdedly on the hinges

"Mug have been an old warehouse or mill," Sayyed surmised. He studied the heavy stone walls like
acommander planning an attack. "It should be strong enough. Are you ready?' He turned to Kelene.

Her face had assumed the blank, withdrawvn expression they dl knew wel, and for the sake of her
own resolve, she made no effort to changeit or look at anyone. She bowed her head once and, without a
word, made her way from the gloomy interior.

Her task was to find the lion and lure it to this building where the men would trap it within. The plan
was farly ample, but their prey was dangerous and unpredictable. Kelene did not rdish the beast's
chasng her and Demira through the treacherous tuins. She had to take severa deep breaths before she
could pull hersdf onto thefilly's back.



The other Hunnuli nickered to them as Demira trotted down a road toward the centrd square.
Fortunatdly, the warehouse was not far from the main road and would be easy to reach. Sayyed had
suggested that she go to the square and let the Korg find her rather than search through the maze of
shattered buildings, clogged dleys, and cluttered roads to find him. Less chance of getting lost.

Keenes somach was railing by the time Demira stepped into the square near the ruins of the old
Sorcerers Hdl. The open, sunlit space looked much the same as it had yesterday: dirty, desolate, and
vary empty. Kelene looked toward Niglas cairn and was rdieved to see it was untouched.

Demiradowly clopped toward the obelisk in the middle of the square. The filly's head was up, and
her nogtrils were flared like cups. Her ears swivdled a every sound.

The horse and rider waited by the obelisk for along, breathless time in the hot sun and the slence.
Then, from out of nowhere, Kelene laughed out loud. The unexpected, dightly hysterica noise startled
Demira s0 badly she skittered sideways, banged her rump into the obdlisk, and squedled in pain and
irritation. A flock of crows burst from a nearby building to the right, their raucous voices protesting the
intruders presence.

"Whdl, those birds ought to get his attention,” Kelene said nervoudy.
You could have warned me, Demira complained as she stepped away from the stone pillar.

Keene gpologized. "I'm sorry. That laugh just came out. Here we are, ganding around waiting for a
gone lion to chase us, and he's not coming! Let's get him here, the sooner the better. | don't think | can
gtand much more of this. Do you smdl hm anywhere?!

No, and why are you talking so loudly?
Keene didn't reply but burst into a bellowed and dightly off-key versgon of her favorite balad:

"Riddle me ariddle, love

Of a buttercup that bore a sword

Of a horse of darkest ebony

And the fall of a renegade lord.

Of grief withheld and rage sustained,
The scarlet cloak reborn,

And the love of the Golden Belt

For an Exile girl forlorn."

"Trot around,” she ordered Demira. "Make noise” As she plunged into the next verse, the filly
trotted in circles around the square, her hooves ringing to Kelene's song.

They had made their seventh circuit around when Demirds ears snapped forward. Kelene fdt the
hairs rise on the back of her neck. Her skin suddenly began to tingle, her hands went cold, and she knew



without a doubt that they were being watched.

Thefilly tilted her head toward the Sorcerers Hal and eased to a walk. Kelene peered toward the
piles of masonry, debris, and stone. "Do you see him?' Her fingers twisted into the Hunnuli's mane.

No. | smell him. Over there behind that broken wall with the arches.

"Gods blood! He's too close to our road. If we bresk for it now, hell cut us off."
What do we do?

"Go past him. Well try to get him to chase us, then circle back.”

Demira stepped forward, her tall twitching and her legs so diff she was dmaost walking on the tips of
her hooves. Both of them stared wide-eyed a the gray wdl for the first Sgn of the Korg.

When the lion's attack came, it happened so fast he dmost took them by surprise. One moment the
old wal was empty and the next the huge beast was bounding over it, gligening teeth bared and yelow
eyes burning with anger. A tremendous roar shook the buildings.

"Go! Go!" screamed Kelene.

With a squed, the Hunnuli spun on her hind feet and fled the Korg's crushing paws. The lion roared
agan and charged after them.

Kelene glanced back to see its hulking form so close she could fed the tremor of its heavy paws.
Franticdly, she raised her hand and fired a blast of the Trymian force a the Korg's chest. Although the
blue bolt was powered by desperation, it was weakened by lack of kill. It only sung the dld lion into a
greeater rage.

"Run" Kelene ydled to Demira. She ducked low over thefilly’s neck and hung on with every ounce
of strength as the horse veered in a circle around the open square. Lightning-swift, Demira shot by the
obdlisk and headed for the northern road that led to the warehouse. Behind came the crashing thuds of
the stone paws on the paved road and a growl like a rumbling avaanche.

Kelene's eyes were screwed amogt shut againg the wind and the filly's whipping mane. She refused
to look back again, expecting any moment to fed the heavy paws smashing into her back or sweeping
Demirds hindquarters out from under her. All she could do was hang on while Demira swerved past
hegps of rubble and galloped franticdly two steps ahead of the Korg.

Then they saw the Sde dtreet where the warehouse lay and the men waited. Demira turned so fast
around the corner that her hooves skidded on the worn paving stones. Kelene shifted her weight to help
geady the filly, and they bolted like an arrow down the narrower passage. The Korg roared agan,
sheking the tumbled buildings. It followed only a few leaps behind Demirasflying tail.

Lifting her head alittle, Kelene saw the warehouse ahead, with its gaping black doorway leading to
safety. There was no d9gn of anyone around the decaying building, but Kelene knew they were there.
Demira stretched out her neck and farrly flew over the rough ground.

They were only two gtrides from the opening when Kelene fdt Demiras hind leg dide out from
under her on a dick stone. The girl had only that flash of redization before the filly lost her balance and
fdl toward the ground.

Kelene had just enough time to pull her leg up and over Demiras back before the horse crashed to



her sde on the rocky earth, but she couldnt stop hersdf from being thrown to the stone paving. A
roaring agony exploded in her head and burst into her shoulder and arm. Shock rocked her. She heard
rather than saw a heavy form come toward her. Terified, she tried to struggle upright, only to fal back
under awave of pain and nausea.

She and Demira lay 4ill, panting and wild-eyed as the Korg loomed over them. Kelene difled a
shriek when the cold weight of its paw fdl on her hip. She reached out with her fig, the only weapon she
hed, and pounded on the huge foot. "Get off me" she screamed.

To her astonishment, the old lion lowered its head and peered at her through its ydlow jeweled
eyes. A deep, grinding sound issued from its mouth, not a growl but a word forced from a stone throat
unaccustomed to speech. "Keyra?'

The tone of surprise and hope was unmistakable.

Kelene was s0 sartled by the voice, her fig uncurled on the lion's leg. She did not think about what
she did next; she only reacted indinctively to the intdligence she heard in the Korg's voice. Her mind
opened, and her empathic talent reached out to it.

In a heartbeat, Kelene's hand on the Korg dtarted to shake under a torrent of very red human
emotion that swept into her mind with breathtaking force: grief, unutterable londiness, sadness, confusion,
and above dl the other jJumbled emations, surprise and a flare of recognition. Her brain reded under the
ondaught of the strange emotions.

She was just coherent enough to hear Rafnir bellow, "Kdeng" and see a powerful blast of blue
enagy drike the Korg's chest.

No! her thoughts protested, don't hurt him. He doesn't understand. Then her world collagpsed into
adizzying, nauseating whirl.

From what seemed a long distance away, she fdt the weight of the Korg's paw leave her leg, and
she heard a tremendous roar. Through bleary eyes she saw the Korg charge away from her into the open
doorway of the warehouse. There was a loud burst of noise as a bright red shield of megic erupted into
place across the doorway, trapping the Korg within. Things went a little blurry after that. Kelene mugt
have passed out for afew moments, for the next thing she knew, someone was urgently caling her name.

Kelene groaned, stirred, and opened her eyes to see Rafnir's face hovering over hers. "I'd amile, but
it hurts" she whispered, suddenly very glad that he was there.

His answering grin was 0 full of rdief, she did amile and promptly yelped at the pain on the whole
left Sde of her face.

Kelene blinked and decided to stay ill for a few more minutes. Her head was cradled on Rafnir's
lap, and her body was stretched out on the ground. If she did not move, she was not too uncomfortable.
She gently tested a few muscles and decided nothing was broken---just battered and scraped.

"Demira?' she asked.

| ruined my coat, thefilly grumbled nearby. Her mentd tone was tinged with red flashes of pain and
aggravation, yet it was strong. | have several bad scrapes on my shoulder, which will leave scars,
and | twisted my hind fetlock!

"Thank the gods, youll both live" Rafnir exclamed. "I thought the Harbingers would be coming for
you when | saw the Korg pounce on you."



Asif thelion had heard its name, it began to roar again in horrible, angry bellows that made the thick
sone wals tremble. Rafnir jerked his head toward the doorway to their right, where Kelene could see
Sayyed holding the magic shidd across the opening.

"He may be impervious to the Trymian force, but he hasn't broken through the shidds yet," Sayyed
observed.

Wordlesdy Kedene gruggled upright. Her head reded with dizziness, then settled back to a
throbbing ache that alowed her to carefully dimb to her feet. Refnir gave her his am to steady hersdf as
she limped to the doorway and looked ingde through the glowing red shidld. Across the round expanse
she could bardly make out Savaron in the opposite door holding another shield.

"Savaron and Morad are over there" Rafnir replied to her questioning look. "Morad isfilling in the
entrance with stone blocks so we don't have to mantain two shidds.”

"Therésthe Korg," Sayyed said and pointed to the darkest dump of shadows on the left side of the
room where a black form was pacing furioudy intight circles.

Kelene and the Korg saw each other at the same time. Abruptly the roaring ceased. The old lion
began to pace toward her until it reached the magic shidd blocking the door. It made no attempt to test
the shidd, but smply stared at Kelene's face with bright gold eyes.

She did not move or look away, only held her hand out in a gesture of peace. Sayyed and Rafnir
watched, amazed at the strange encounter.

"Sayyed," Kelene said without moving her eyes from the Korg's ferocious face. "I think | know how
to reach him."

CHAPTER ELEVEN

“No!" Rafnir's refusal was absolute. "Y ou're not going to do it!"

"Who asked for your permisson?’ Kelene shot back. "We have to break through to the Korg to get
him to tdl us about the hedlers, and what better way to do it?"

"Many ways. Ways that don't include your getting anywhere near that big cat,” he yeled.
"Like what?" she chdlenged.

In the twilight of awarm evening, Sayyed crossed his ams and watched the confrontation between
his son and Kelene. The clanspeople had moved thar camp to a shdlter in a wrecked building near the
warehouse, which made it easier for someone to maintain a constant vigil on the shidd guarding the Kotg.

But ever snce Keene described her incredible plan for the Korg a short while ago, Rafnir had been
like a buck deer defending his harem. Sayyed had to hide his amile Rafnir might not redize it yet, but it
was as obvious as his aquiline nose that he was in love with Gabrias daughter. The redization surprised



and pleased hisfather. Sayyed had aways been fond of Kelene, and he had seen her maiure a grest dedl
inthese past x days. However, he wasn't sure how Keene fdt about Rafnir. He could only hope his son
would not drive her away with his sudden overprotectiveness and that dight hint of jedlousy. Kelene was
a proud and stubborn woman who would not take kindly to his overbearing solicitude. She had been
vay patient with him. Until now.

"Name one way to reach through to the Korg that does not indude mel" She was shouting a Rafnir
from bardly afoot away. Her dark hair was tossing like a mare's tall in her agitation, and her eyes were
crackling. "l am a part of this group just like you, facing the same respongbilities and dangers, and if |
have a plan to help hurry things dong, youll just have to accept it!"

"But a mind-meld with the Korg? That's a stone lion you're talking about, who mayor may not be a
crazed sorcerer,” Rafnir retorted in avoice just as loud and determined as hers. "You might as wel place
yoursdlf under his paw and say 'crush me." Hell never |et you get close.”

Kelené's temper flared, then dowly subsided. She said in a much more patient tone, "Yes, he will.
He thinks I'm someone he knows. He didn't kill me by the warehouse, and | think hell be willing to talk
to me now." She paused, and her anger cooled completely in the memory of the Korg's emotions. "He is
... wasamean. | fdt hislondiness, Rafnir. | think hismind is trapped in the past by hisgrief. If | can mdd
with hismind and bring him into the present, wouldn't it be worth the risk?*

Rafnir snorted. "And what if he redizes you're not this person he knows and turns on you? Youll be
on foot. You won't have Demirato carry you away! Shdl we bury you beside Nida?'

"That's a chance we have to take. Do you redly want to keep the Korg trapped for days on end
while you think of a better plan?' she replied evenly.

Oblivious to Sayyed and Morad, who were watching the argument with Slent interest, Rafnir gently
cupped his hand dong her jaw. The left Sde of her face was dready turning black and blue from her
ealier fal. He winced when he thought about how close he had come to losang her. "All | want is for you
to be sfe”

For once Kelene was speechless. Her mouth opened and closed, and her fingers tightened into fids.
She didn't know whether to be thrilled that he seemed to care so much or outraged that he was being so
fish and presumptuous to assume that her safety was his sole duty.

Sayyed chose that moment to step into the conversation. "Refnir, | don't like the plan any more than
you do." He hdd up a hand to ill Kelene's outburst. "But she's right. We don't have time to hope the
Korg will come around on his own. Keleng, if you fed wel enough in the morning, you can tak to the
lion"

Kelene stepped back from Reafnir and bowed to his father, pleased that one person a least saw
some merit in her plan. Rafnir bowed his head to Sayyed, too, and stamped away without another word.

It was fuly dark by that time, so Kelene found her bedroll among the packs and lay down in a
corner of the shelter where she could see the stars through the remains of the calling. She was weary and
sore; her entire left Sde ached every time she moved. Morad and Sayyed camein and were soon adeep,
but once again, no matter how dill Kelene lay, how many stars she counted, or how often she closed her
eyes, she could not find rest. Her thoughts were full of Rafnir and the look of hurt on his face when he
left, and of the Korg and the anguish that il cried in his stone body.

She was so embroiled in her own musngs she didnt see Tam's cat jump through a hole in the
shattered wal and come trotting to her bed. Kelene nearly legped from her blanket when a soft paw



touched her cheek.
| found one, the cat meowed.
Kelene subsided back into her bed. "Found one what?" she gasped in a hdf laugh, half whisper.

The cat sat down, obvioudy pleased with hersdlf. Bird, she growled. It is dead, so you can look at
wings.

The young woman jumped up, her mind suddenly clear of worries and her aches forgotten.
"Where?'

In answer the cat padded softly past Morad and Sayyed adeep on ther blankets and dipped slently
from the building. Kelene jerked on her boots and followed her out into the dark ruins. Light from a
quarter moon ddicady outlined humps and piles and broken wadls with a pale dappled white and
deepened the shadows to an impenetrable gloom. The old city was unnaurdly quiet a night, a fact
Kelene had not noticed before. There were no sounds from insects, owls, or wild dogs. There was only
the muffled rumbling from the Korg pacing in his prison and the mournful whisper of the wind through the
dead city.

Kelene glanced toward the warehouse and saw Savaron keeping watch on the shield. She ducked
down a Sde street after the cat before her brother saw her. They turned through a wide dley between the
foundations of severd houses and were waking down an open street when Rafnir suddenly cdled out her
namein the darkness.

Surprised, Kelene stopped and saw him gtting on a fdlen column in the moonlight. He didn't have a
chance to say more before she ran to him, held out her pdm, and said, "Truce?'

Rafnir narrowed his eyes a her. change of attitude. "What isit?' he ingsted.
She gave him a amile. "Tam's cat found a bird."

That was dl he needed to hear. His padm met hersin a clasp of peace, and they hurried off side by
Sde behind the pae blur of the little cat.

They had walked only severa minutes when they saw the cat dide through a hole in a high wall.
There was a much larger hole farther down where part of the wal had collapsed, and the two people
were gble to dimb over with ease. They found themsdves in a courtyard garden between severd
buildings. From the sze of the foundations and heaps of rubble, the building on ther left had once been
an impodng structure. The second building, on their right, was quite a bit smdler and in dightly better
condition. It had been left done by the marauding clansmen. Only time and neglect had brought its roof
and two of itswadls down and erased the bright paint that had once adorned its columned front.

In the moonlight, Rafnir and Kelene saw the white cat trot across the courtyard. She came to a stop
near the partia remains of an old arcade in the shadow of the smdler building. 1t was only when they
followed the cat to the arcade char they recognized the sun designs on the arches and on the portico of
the ruined edifice. The smdler building was a temple to Amara, the mother goddess.

Kelene bowed her head and whispered, "Bless us this night, O Mother. Grant us the srength to do
your bidding and the wisdom to follow your will."

They found the cat waiting for them by a column. There, in the shadows at the cat's feet, they saw a
large bird lying on its back, itslong wings partialy outstretched, its eyes glazed in death.



Rafnir drew his breath in a gasp as he ran his finger reverently over the velvety black feathers. "An
eagle. By Amaras grace, it's a black-headed eagle from the Himachd Mountaind" Clanspeople revered
the great eagles, the sacred birds of Amara, and were drictly forbidden by law to harm one.

"What happened to it?" whispered Kelene.

The cat regarded the eagle indifferently. It was hurt by storm and by fire. | waited. It died. She
was promptly rewarded by a scratch behind the ears.

"Thank you then, you marvdous cat," Kedene sad with tota sncerity. "You are the Lady of
Hunters™

Thewhite cat curled againg Kelene's hand, her golden eyes glowing. Of course, she purred.

"Thewings arein perfect shape,” Rafnir noted. "We could use them in our spdl, if we enlarge them.
But do we dare remove them from an eagl€e's body?' The bird was, after dl, the beoved of Amara. It did
not seem right to Rafnir to mutilate its body and run the risk of angering the goddess.

With gentle hands Keene tucked in the powerful wings and cradled the bird in her arms. It was 4ill
warm and pliable. "l think it isa gift," she said softly. "Thisis her city, her temple. If she had not meant for
usto use this bird, we would not have found it. Besdes, what better wings to give a Hunnuli?'

Rafnir had no argument for that. The goddess Amara had given the Hunnuli the gifts of speed,
endurance, and strength. Could she not dso grant to one amdl filly the gift of flight?

There was only one way to find out. Rafnir's and Kelene's eyes met in understanding.
"Tonight,” Kelene murmured. "If we walit too long, the wingswill decay.” Refnir agreed.

Keene turned to Tam's cat. "Will you bring Demira and Rafnir's Hunnuli, Tibor, here? We will try
our spdl on the grounds of Amaras temple.”

"You aren't too tired for this?' Rafnir asked Kelene as the cat meted into the night on her errand.

Kelene hit back a snappish retort. Just because she was dill irritated about Rafnir's earlier attempts
to protect her didn't mean he wasn't asking a vdid question. If she was too tired to widd magic, the el
could fall.

"l am tired," she admitted, "but | will take the easy part. I'll hdp Demira rdlax, and you can try to
attach the wings"

For a moment they both smply stared at the degantly streamlined wings. Long and broad with the
notched primaries of a glider, the wings were black at the shoulders fading to a delicate gray on the tips
of each feather. The inner wing feethers were a white that gleamed like milk in the moonlight.

"They're beautiful,” said Rafnir in a hushed, dmog awed voice. He lifted his eyes to her face and
voiced the last hestation he could think of. "Should we do this to a Hunnuli? | fed like were trying to

change alegend.”

Kelene touched the eagle's black head and closed its eydids before she answered him. She
understood what he was saying because she had had the same thought. But now a certainty surfaced in
her mind that dilled the trembling in her fingers and added strength to her voice. "We're not changing a
legend, we're making history. We've been making history since we took that wrong turn in the canyon
and found the mound. The plague, the wraith, the Korg, Moy Tura, and now Demira have dl become a



part of this history. Who isto say, except the gods, that thisis not the way it is supposed to be?’

Rafnir's only answer was a firm nod of approva. He took the eagle out of her hands, lad it on the
ground, and stretched the wings out to their full span. Keene pulled out her dagger and kndt by the dead
bird. Her hands were steady when she laid her fingers by the bird's right shoulder. She barely nodded her
satidfaction. As carefully as she could in the darkness, she cut through the eagle's skin and detached the
wing from the bird's shoulder. She lad the wing aside, then began the delicate operation on the next.

As soon as both wings were off, Kelene and Rafnir carried the remains of the eagle's body up the
broken steps into the doubt down into the ruined temple of Amara. On asmdl pyre of rocks by the front
entrance, they lad the eagle down and stood back.

Keene rased her ams to the sky and cried, "Greet bird, beloved of Amara, you have given us a
treasured gift. We shdl dways remember your generosity in our hearts and our prayers. May your spirit
fly to Amara, and your strength and grace live dwaysin these wings™

When her last words faded away into the night, Refnir lifted his hand. From his pdm came a pae
ydlow magic sphere that landed on the bird's body and burst into flane. The eagle was consumed in
moments, her spirit sent with honor to the reelm of the dead.

Two sets of hoofbeats thudded in the darkness, and Demira and Tibor came into the moonlit
courtyard with the white cat riding on the filly's back. Kelene saw her Hunnuli, and she ran down the
temple steps to throw her arms around the filly's neck. She hesitated to speak, suddenly afraid of what
they wanted to do. In spite of her brave speech about history, so many things could go wrong. Kelene
knew she wouldn't be able to bear it if she caused anything to hurt or kill this horse.

"We have wings for you. Are you ill willing to try this?" she asked hesitantly.

Demirds excitement nearly knocked her back a step. Wings? For me? Where? and she neighed a
high cry of happiness.

Sowly Keene picked up an eaglé's wing and held it out for Demiras ingpection. The filly sniffed
once and her whole head sagged. It's so small. How can a little wing like that lift me?

Her disgppointment was so obvious that even though Rafnir didn't hear the question, he redized her
dismay.

"These wingswill serve you wel by the time we're through," he promised her, at which Demira sad
emphaticdly to them both, Let'sdoit.

From that moment, Kelene knew they could not turn back. The tools of the spell had been placed in
thelr hands. It was up to them to weave the magic, the wings, and the Hunnuli into a unique whole.
Fercdy she forced her fear and self-doubt down into the deepest, most obscured part of her mind. If she
showed even a tant of doubt during her joining with Demira the filly might not rdax, and her innae
defenses would resist the magic Rafnir needed to use.

Rafnir, meanwhile, was explaining to Tibor what they were going to do. The powerful gdlion
snorted. | still think thisis foolish. Hunnuli belong on the ground!

Demira tossed her head. If you won't help your rider, then leave! I'm sure he can do as well
without you!

Rafnir nearly choked at her audacity, but Tibor only nickered alaugh. Little one, it is your body. If
you wish to fly, I will try to help. But remember, once done, it will be very difficult to undo. Be



certain thisis what you want.
It is, Demirareplied ingantly.

With that settled, Kelene and Rafnir went to work formulating the spdlls they would use. They
decided fird to attach the wings to Demiras shoulders, then gradudly enlarge them to fit her bulk. They
had Demira lie down, her legs curled under her. Kelene sat beside the filly with her head resing on
Demirds chest.

In that position, Kelene opened her mind to the waiting magic. The wondrous power poured into
her and filled her mind, body, and soul with its invigorating energy. In the past, when she had used her
ability to sense other people's emations, she had not ddiberately used magic to enhance her empathy.
Thistime she tried it. The result was like suddenly opening a door into a bright and busy room. One
moment she was lying beside her Hunnuli, and the next she was feding Demira s every emation and living
her every sense.

As one, they lay immoabile, united by touch, thought, and the power of magic. In that gentle union a
bond was established between Hunnuli and magic-wielder that would protect and sustain them both in
the years ahead.

Keene, lavished by Demirds trugt and love, relaxed the Hunnuli, comforted her, and soothed her
into deep. Every muscle, bone, and nerve of the black horse fdl into complete relaxation. Her bregthing
and heart rate dowed; her mind drifted into a tranquility where she would fed no pain.

Lulled by her rider's presence, Demiras defense againg magic dwindled to a mere protest as Rafnir
gngaly lad his knife to her shoulder, cut a amdl dit into her skin, and carefully inserted the end of the
wing bone through her muscle to her shoulder. Little by little, the magic-wielder joined bone to bone,
musde to muscle, and blood to blood, usng magic to sed the union and make the parts compatible.
Tibor stood close behind him, his muzze resting againgt Rafnir's back. Through their mentd rapport, the
ddlion added hisfiery strength to Rafnir's to increase the efficiency of the spell.

To Rafnir's surprise, the procedure went very eesly. Theinjury healed dmost as soon as he finished
the spell. That benefit, he decided, came from Kelene's presence in Demirds mind. He suspected the
woman's tlent and her empethic ability were heping thefilly's body hed faster than normdl.

As s00n as one wing was joined, they attached the second. This operation went faster snce Rafnir
was a little more sure of what he was doing. When he finished, he sat back on his heds and rubbed a
hend over hisforehead. He was very tired, soaked with swesat, and giff, but when he looked & the two
wings lying gracefully furled dong the horse's shoulders, he fet a hot burst of jubilation. He looked across
a Kelene, wishing he could share his victory, and he could only smile. She was deeply adeep, as cdm
and serene as her Hunnuli.

Gods, he thought to himsdf, she is so beautiful.

Before he could let his mind get too distracted, he began the next part of the spdl: enlarging the
wings to fit the horse. The difficulty was he didn't know exactly how large to make eagle wings to fit a
Hunnuli. He knew from years of training and hunting the Khulinin clan's hawks that bird wings were
perfectly designed to fit their bodies. If he made Demira's wings too long or too bulky, they would be too
heavy to work. If he made them too light or too short they would break from the stress of Demiras
weight, or they wouldn't give her enough lift to get airborne.

He findly decided to keep the proportion of width to length the same, and he settled on a wing
length equa to her height at her withers---a little over five fegt---giving her a total wing span from wing



tip towing tip of about twelve feet. Rafnir hoped that Sze wouldn't be too cumbersome.

Once agan he drew on Tibor's massve srength to supplement his own while he poured the magic
enagy into Demiras degping form. The wings gradudly grew, their bones, feathers, and musdes
gretching and lengthening.

By the time the wings reached therr full length, Rafnir and Tibor were exhausted. The young
magic-widder carefully folded them neatly dong the filly's sde and ended his spdl. He fdt the horse's
blood warm the wing muscles under his hand, and he was content. He had done the best he could for
Demira and Kelene. The results were spectacular, but the question of whether or not Demira could
actudly fly would have to be settled later. Thefilly needed heding deep.

Rafnir sghed, too weary to stand up. He sank down on the cool ground and stretched out by
Tibor's front hooves. He was adeep before the gdlion could bid him goodnight.

* %k %k % %

Keene woke the next morning to find the sun wel on its way to midday. She sat up with a Stretch
and a yawn and grinned a the sun. By Amaras crown, she fet good! She hadn't dept so wel in days.
Her face was a little diff and swollen and her shoulder ached, but it was hardly noticeable. She looked
around curioudy, wondering where everyone was. Then the memory came flooding back, and she sprang
to her feet.

Demird" she shouted.
She couldn't wait, adeep voice informed her. She rushed off a little while ago to practice.

Kelene whirled to see Tibor standing peacefully in the shadow of the broken arcade. "Practice?' she
echoed in surprise.

Of course. You gave her wings, but you didn't give her the knowledge to use them.
Kelené's eyes grew round. ™Y ou mean it worked?

Yes, Tibor snorted. Rafnir has some of his mother's rapport with animas. The combination of his
taents with yours was very successful. But--- Tibor stuck his big muzze agangt Kelen€'s chest--- do
not try that foolishness with me! | am perfectly content to keep my hooves on the ground.

She laughed happily, not the least put out by his threatening tone. "Never," she promised.

The big ddlion tossed his head. Probably would not work anyway. You were lucky with
Demira. She is small for a Hunnuli. Her size will be to her advantage since she will have a
Hunnuli's strength without the full weight. | doubt any wings would get me off the ground.

"Thank you for your help last night," Kelene said, scratching Tibor's favorite spot to placate his
mood.

Tibor leaned into her fingers and replied, You are welcome. Rafnir told me to tell you they need
you to take your turn guarding the Korg. Everyone ese has stood their watch.

The girl nodded. Although she wanted to dash off to find Demira, she knew it was her duty to



relieve the men. On the way out of the courtyard, though, Kelene asked the gdlion, "Does anyone else
know what we did lagt night?

Only the Hunnuli.

"W, please don't tdl the men yet. Let Demira show them when she is ready. | don't think theyll
bdieve me otherwise”

Tibor whinnied a short burst of laughter. You are probably right.

Thegirl and the horse walked together back through the ruins to the old warehouse and found Rafnir
and Savaron eating some trall bread and cheese outside the shelter where the party had made camp.
Rafnir was gitting on a stone, his eyes ringed with fatigue. He had found time to shave the old stubble of
hisjaw, but his face ill looked haggard.

Savaron eyed his sgter in Tibor's company and gave Rafnir a grin. "You two must have been busy
last night.”

Kelene winked at Rafnir and said in a very innocent voice, "Yes. . . very."
Savaron chuckled. "Wel, Morad and | will expect you two to stand guard on the Korg tonight.”

The mention of the Korg reminded Kelene and Rafnir at the same time what Sayyed had said the
day before.

" can't let you do it," Rafnir jJumped in before Kelene could say a word.

"You can't let me? Who gave you authority over me?' she yelled back. "It's my decison who | tak
to."

"What if hismind is too far gone to understand?”
"I don't believeitid | sensed hisfedings Heis confused, but heis not insane”
They were so busy glaring a each other, they did not see Sayyed stagger from the shedlter.

"That's enough,” he said hoarsdy into a brief Iul in the shouting. The two young people shot
aggrieved looks at the older warrior and suddenly ther argument was forgotten. Sayyed was barely
ganding upright, his face drawn and his skin flushed with fever. His cat was meowing piteoudy around his
ankles.

"Father!" Rafnir cried. He legped forward and caught Sayyed just as he sagged to the ground.
Savaron, Kelene, and Rafnir carried the warrior indde and laid him on his blanket.

"It's the plague, isnt it?" said Rafnir, his voice laden with dread.

Keene nodded as her fingers gently probed Sayyed's neck. The swdlings were there, hard and hot
under her fingers. "It's only a matter of time," she answered sadly. "If the disease runs its course, hell die
intwo to four days." Her expression hardening, she said to Rafnir, "Now do you want to take the time to
tame the Korg, or Sl | go talk to him?'

Rafnir didn't answer at once, for the indecison was tearing him up indde. What should he do, risk
his father'slife or the life of the woman he loved?

He knew it now---he loved Keene as he had never imagined he would love anyone. How could he



let her take such a risk? Then again, now his father was sck with the same disease that had killed his
mother. His only hope was an old sorcerer in the shape of a stone lion. The bitter truth that their time was
running out had been brought painfully home.

Rafnir sghed once and pulled his gaze up into Kelene's eyes. Those dark orbs were bright and
steedy, forged with determination, and they made him redize, belatedly, that the decison was not redly
histo make.

Kelene had changed so much in the past days that he had forgotten she was no longer Savaron's
little Sster with the crippled foot and the sdf-pitying attitude. She was a proud, courageous woman who
was willing to risk her life for her people. That was why he loved her, for Amaras sake! He could not
deny her theright to decide for hersdlf.

"By the living god and the gods of the dans" he prayed. "Keep her safe” Then he put his hand in
Kedenes and said, "If thisiswhat you want to do, I'll go with you.”

Sayyed's hand came down on ther two, and he clasped them both. "Be careful,” he sad in a
drained croak. "Tdk to him fird, gauge his mood before you enter that cage.”

Kelene squeezed the warrior's fingers in agreement. She brought out the smal packet of angelica
Gabria had sent and brewed a warm tea of the herb for Sayyed. After she helped him drink it, she
covered him with his light cloak. She left him to deep with the cat by his sde and followed Rafnir and
Savaron slently outside to the entrance of the warehouse.

Morad, sanding guard by the shield, looked at her questioningly. At her gesture he stepped, with
the other two men, to the side of the doorway, out of the Korg's sght.

Kelene stood before the doorway just a step away from the glowing energy fidd. She didn't have to
cdl the Korg, he was dready standing in the same position he had been in yesterday. His jewe eyes
gleamed gold in the dim light of the warehouse; his mane tumbled over his pricked ears. He was so tdl
ghe had to look up to see his stone face. He did not snarl or show his teeth, he only stared a her as if
waiting for something.

From his throat rumbled alow grinding noise that sounded something like a question. "What did you
sy?' Kelene asked, leaning closer.

The Korg growled again. Thistime Kelene heard the words more clearly. "Kdyra, where have you
been?' The pain in the query was so plan it tore her heart.

"Far away," Kdene answered. "But | am back now. Will you talk to me?'
IIYSIII

She studied him, from the huge paws to the curving mouth that hid the rows of wicked teeth. He was
adangerous beast, she knew that, but she couldn't shake the belief that he was not going to hurt her. "If |
take down this shield, what guarantee do | have that you will not attack me or try to escape?’ She waved
sharply to difle Rafnir's protest.

The Korg deliberately lay down on his belly, his paws crossed in front of his chest and his hind legs
stretched out to the Sde. Kelene had seen Tam's cat in that pose often enough to know it was a relaxed
position. The Korg was trying to show her he was not going to make any sudden moves. "Before Amara,
Sorh, Krath, and Surgart, | give you my word," the old lion stated.

That was enough for Kelene. If the Korg was sane enough to swear before the gods, Kelene had to



accept that he understood the consequences of the gods wrath if he broke his oath.

The names of the deties seemed to ease Rafnir's reluctance, too, for he glanced a Savaron and
nodded once to Morad. All three men eased closer to the doorway as the Geldring dissolved the shidd.

Kelene stepped through into the cool interior. Standing, she was just able to look the redining Korg
in the face. However, she decided to assume his relaxed posture and sat down cross-legged just insde
the doorway---where Rafnir could yank her out if there was trouble. She held out her hands in peace.

The Korg lowered his head so he could see her. "It has been so long, Kdyra. . . . | missed you," he
sad in his harsh voice.

"And | you," Keene responded. She had to swdlow hard to force down the nervousness in her
somach. She reached out warily and put her hand on the lion's paw. It fdt hard, yet surprisngly warm
under her fingers. "What has happened to you?' She cautioudy probed with her touch into his mind as
she had done with Demira

But the Korg was no Hunnuli with a psyche receptive to human contact. His was the mind of a
sorcerer, highly trained and very powerful. The moment he fdt her touch he dedliberately snatched control
of her mind and drew her thoughts helplesdy into the vivid pageant of his memories.

She flashed through thousands of images going back in time past his entrapment, Nidas death,
through years of solitude and despair. She saw her parents and Sayyed, looking so young, face the Korg
in a wdled courtyard; she watched a ragged exile poke through the ruins and flee in terror with an old
tome under his arm. The brief glimpses flashed by and moved on into an endless cycle of seasons and
unutterable londliness. The images were brilliantly colored and bitter, and they flashed by so fast Kelene
could bardly comprehend them.

At some time, she sensed the Korg's perception change into a man's view and soon theregfter, he
dowed the visons and brought them to a stop when Moy Tura was whole and dive with people.

"Ah, there you are" she heard him say, and the image came into sharp focus. She stared out of the
Korg's eyes and saw hersdf coming toward him.

CHAPTER TWELVE

So dike, and yet undike. The resemblance was uncanny, Kelene thought, watching the woman
draw closer. She was tdl, dender, and dark-haired with the same narrow eyebrows and stubborn tilt to
her chin. But this woman walked with a graceful, fluid stride. Her eyes were light brown, not black, and
she greeted the Korg with the happy amile of awoman gregting her lover.

Kelene fdt the Korg's onrush of love like a hot intoxication---a new, wondrous, unbelievable
emotion that the man had never fdt before this woman had entered his heart.

Kelene had never fdt anything like it elther, and its painful, joyous intengity rocked her soul.



"Kdyra" he murmured.

From that point he shifted his memory forward. Kelene suddenly found hersdf looking around at a
semicircle of deven other men and women seated in high-backed chairs.

She knew from the Korg's memory that this was the audience chamber of the Council of Tweve in
the Sorcerers Hall. The coundl was the head of the dan magic-wielders and the ruing body of Moy
Tura

A man stood before them, a chigftain by his golden torque and rich dothing. His furious face and
forceful arguments reminded Kelene of Lord Fergan. The man had the burning Intensity of a zedot and a
streak of violence that was barely under control. Lord Gordak of Clan Reidhar. The name came to
Keene's mind, and she knew the Korg didn't like or trust this man.

"Thistribute you demand is absolutely intolerablel™ the chief was ranting. "The clans will not support
this pack of heretics any longer.”

"Hereticd" a sorceress cried in anger. "How dare you!"

Gordak cut her off. "No, Lady, you are the ones who dare! You take our children away from us on
the dightest pretext of magic. You demand that we feed you and clothe you and pay tribute from our
hard work; you treat us like dogs when we try to tak to you. And what do we get in return? Grieving
mothers, empty belies, and the scorn of the very people who are sworn to serve the dans™ Lord
Gordak was pacing now, his hands swinging in furious gestures.

What dartled Kelene the mogt though, was the blank, amost bored expressions on the faces of
mog of the councl members. They seemed to be paying no atention at dl to Lord Gordak's
grievances--grievances that Kelene thought were very vdid. Only the lady sorceress was looking
irritated, and a second sorcerer was watching the chieftain with some worry. But the rest did not appear
tocaea dl.

The odd thing was Lord Gordak seemed aware that his audience wasn't ligening. Yet he carried on
anyway, haranguing them with a long lig of minor complants agang the councl and other
magic-wielders. He doesn't care ether, Kelene decided. He has dready planned something else; this
verbd tirade is nothing more than a prelude.

The vison suddenly stopped. You're right, the Korg's voice spoke in her mind. Kelene gave a
mentd start of darm. She hadn't redized he could understand her thoughts.

Do not fear. | know now you are not my Kelyra. | should have realized earlier, but | was
blinded by wishful hope and memories | thought | had forgotten.

His mental voice rumbled in her mind. The presence was very strong, yet Kelene sensed an aura of
incredible age and abiding sadness. Then why do you show me this? she replied in both respect and
curiogity.

Hisreply was rather hesitant. You do not have the splinter in your wrist, but | know you are a
magic-wielder. All these years | thought the magic-wielders were dead. You are the first who has
spoken to me since this city fell.

W, why didn't you stop to talk to Niela? She was a magic-wielder! the accusation flared in
Kdenegsmind.

Your friend? | am deeply sorry for my error. Remorse colored his thoughts. | did not recognize



the Hunnuli. | saw only intruders in my home, and | reacted as | have for two hundred years. The
time in this prison has forced me to think and remember, to see in you the blood of Valorian.

Keene hdd back her resentment for Nidas death and dlowed hersdf atiny feding of victory. The
Korg, at least, was communicating. He was not as crazy as Rafnir feared, and his memories were clear.
She could not permit anger or any misplaced sense of revenge to jeopardize a possible rapport with him.
The old sorcerer within the stone lion was the only one who could hdp them find records of the heders
work.

| understand, she told the Korg. But why do you show me these visions of Moy Tura?

| want you to see who | was and why | became what | am. Showing you helps me to
remember myself, too. It has been long since | thought of Kelyra or Lord Gordak.

Kelene amiled tentatively and asked, Had Lord Gordak planned something else?
May his soul rot in Gormoth, yes the Korg answered, fiercdy hodlile.

Was he right to call the council heretics? Keene queried. The last days of Moy Tura had been a
subject that had been hody debated by priests and clanspeople dike, and everybody had ther own
opinions on the causes and the actions of dl the known participants. But now Kelene had an eyewitness,
and she found hersdf growing more fascinated by the minute.

Some of them. That was one reason why our people turned against us. The Council of Twelve
was supposed to be comprised of the most talented and incorruptible magic-wielders in the clans.
Unfortunately, it didn't always work out that way. Some of our number stirred up a great
resentment and hatred among the priesthood when they tried to take away the holy ones power
and authority and assume it themselves.

Kelene was aghast. Magic-wielders stole the sacred rights of the gods chosen? No wonder the
priests were some of her parents' bitterest opponents. The reasons for the schism may have been logt in
time, but the hatred for magic had been rigoroudy passed on.

It was the priests, the Korg went on, and Lord Gordak who incited the hatred and prejudice
againgt us. It was our own folly that encouraged it. There was one man | remember vividly, a
priest of Sorh. He vowed to destroy every magic-wielder living, to wipe our filth from the plains.
Filth. Quite an insult coming from a man who sacrificed children and daughtered helpless

captives.

Kelene qudled a shiver. Did he betray Moy Tura?

Not in person. He plotted with Lord Gordak to bring down the Council of Twelve and helped
plan the attack on the city. But he was too obvious even for our unseeing eyes to ignore. He

became so dangerous we dealt with him ourselves. Sadly, that backfired, too. After his
disappearance, he was made into a martyr for Lord Gordak's cause.

Well, what happened to the city? How did the clans get through your defenses?

The Korg's memory abruptly returned to the council room and zoomed in on the sorcerer with the
worried expresson. That man. Cirys, one of our own! He brought Moy Tura to her grave.

Kelene was rocked back by the fierceness of his reply. She could fed his anger shooting through his
mind from the incredibly intense memory. She studied the image of the rather ordinary, sandy-haired man
huddled in aydlow cloak.



He was a Reidhar, too, she noticed. Lord Gordak's dan.

The memory images began again, clear and poignant with the knowledge of what was coming. It
was summer. The plateau was dill green from the soring rains; the herds of horses and Hunnuli grazed on
the high pastures, and the clanspeople were trekking to the Tir Samod for the summer gathering. Al
except the inhabitants of Moy Tura. A few had I€ft, but most were content to remain at home.

No one was surprised when Clan Gddring stopped by the dty on ther way south. Clans often
camped near Moy Turain the summers. Clan Amnok soon joined them, and ill no one was concerned.
Not even the unusudly large numbers of armed men in the camps worried anyone. When Clan Reidhar
appeared, however, and deliberately camped across the main southern road into the city, the councl
grew darmed.

| have had years to think about that summer, the Korg told Kelene. | still can't believe how
blind and arrogant we were. We had three large, heavily armed werods at our door, and we did
nothing about it. We never strengthened the wards, set a watch, or armed our citizens. We just
assumed the warriors would never dare attack magic-wielders of their own blood.

But they did, Kelene thought.

Gods, yes. They did. There was a long pause before the Korg went on. | don't know everything
that happened that night or why Cirys chose to trust Lord Gordak. | think perhaps he was trying
to make amends for something. The gods only know! Late one night he shut down some of the
wards on the southern gate and let Lord Gordak into the city. | saw Cirys later, brought bound
and gagged to Gordak's feet. Gordak bragged about what was happening and reviled him for
being a traitor. They dit Ciryss throat for his reward.

After that, the warriors of all three clans poured into the city and daughtered every
magic-wielder they could find. Without guards to warn us, we had no chance.

Keene shifted unhgppily. How did you escape?

Once agan she saw Keyra, this time leening dreamily againg the frame of an open bedroom
window in the moonlight. Kelene watched the woman try to turn with a warning on her lips and suddenly
dutch a her Sde where an arrow protruded beneath her left breast. Her dying agony sent grief and rage
crashing through the Korg. He legped from the bed and caught her as she fdl to the floor. Through the
Korg's eyes, Kelene saw the blood on his hands and the dead face of his beloved.

A warrior sprang through the window with a srung bow in One hand and a battle cub in the other.
Asdlent as an assassin, he swung the heavy club a the Korg's head. The weapon would have smashed
the sorcerer's skull if the Korg hadn't franticaly lunged sdeways to avoid it. The dub caught him with a
glancing blow that was enough to knock him senseless and splatter blood on the club's head. The warrior
ran out, thinking he had killed both the man and the woman.

Theimege faded, and the Korg was very 4ill, his thoughts logt to Kelene. She was content to let him
be until he was ready to continue.

When | awoke | was crazy with pain and fear. The room around me was brightly lit, but the light
came from afire across the square.

They were burning the Sorcerers Hall. Somehow | staggered to my feet. . . . The Korg opened
his memories again, and Kelene reded under the sharp impact of his pain, dizziness, and confuson. The
blow to the head had disoriented the man, she realized. Even his memoaries a this point were blurred and



unsteedy. .

The old sorcerer gave agroan and added, | made it to the window and looked outside.

Kelene gave a menta gasp. The vison she saw was worse than anything she had imagined in the
ruins. The magnificent Sorcerers Hal was a conflagration of cowering flames that lit the square with a
lurid glow and illumineted the ghadly piles of bodies heaped around the burning building. There were
hundreds of them---men, women, and children of dl agedying in bloody stacks. The scene reminded
Kelene too much of the bodies of the plague victims and the pyres at the gathering. It was dl she could
do to force hersdf to keep watching the images unfold.

Warriors by the dozen hauled in more bodies from around the city and casudly tossed them into the
gigartic fire. A few pitiful people were herded into the square, dill dive, but Kelene saw Lord Gordak
himsdf draw his sword and behead them dl.

The Korg fdl back away from the window. He had to hide. They would find him and kill him. He
had to hide. The thought became a chant in his mind.

They were coming to search, hetold Kelene. | could see them with their swords in their hands
and their clothes stained with blood. | stumbled from my room and into my workshop. | didn't
know what to do or where to go. | could hardly remember who | was or what was happening to
me. All I knew was | had to hide. Warriors came into my house. | heard them find Kelyra's body
and throw her outside as | ran out into my garden. There were men out there, too, beyond the
walls. | could go no farther without being seen, so | did the only thing | could think of at that
moment, the only thing | remembered how to do. | changed my shape.

He showed Kelene a scene of his garden, bordered by a low stone wall and filled with flowers.
Then his vison moved down, and she saw the bare feet of the man had been transformed to the stone
paws of alion. The paws remained fixed in place, one raised in a posture of defiance.

The sorcerer had become a statue in his own garden.

| had to stand there and listen, he thought miserably, while they slaughtered the rest of the
people. They killed everyone in Moy Tura, even those who could not wield magic. Then they
looted and burned and plundered until there was nothing left but bloody stone.

Thelion was trembling in mind and in body.

| watched the warriors leave, but | did not move. Not for many years. | think my mind was in
such shock, it could not accept what had happened. When | finally came to, | was alone and
frightened. There was nothing here but these ruins. | wanted to leave, but I thought if | stayed
here in this shape, | would be safe. | knew Lord Gordak would not stop with Moy Tura. He would
kill every magic-wielder on the plains.

He almost did, Kelene told him, but a few escaped.

The Korg surprised her with a faint, dry chuckle. So | finally realized when you trapped me in
this warehouse. It was a revelation.

She fdt the effort he was making to bring his fedings back under control. The grief and misery that
preyed on hismind were forced back away from her, and the trembling of his body eased. At last the lion
rose and stretched. He shook his great head, bresking the mentd link, sending Kelene tumbling back into
her own mind. She blinked in surprise.



"We will tak agan later, young one" His gravely voice spoke wearily. "I need rest from my
thoughts."

The danswoman pulled hersdf diffly to her feet and hobbled out of the doorway. Rafnir caught her
as her weak ankle gave way under her weight, and she tumbled toward the ground. Morad quickly
snapped a command and the shidd popped back into place.

With Rafnir's arm to help her, Kelene sank down on a chunk of masonry. Her breath came out in a
ragged Sgh.

"What happened?' Savaron blurted, kneding down beside her. "You've been dtting there with him
for most of the moming!™

"He can use hismind like the Hunnuli," Kelene said in a voice so soft they could hardly hear her. "He
showed me his memoaries of the city and the daughter.” The images of the bloodbath were ill so vivid
she shuddered, and Rafnir gathered her close in his ams. There was a pause before she went on. "He
went hdf crazy from pain, grief, fear, and the solitude of this place" she tried to explain. "But he knows
now that heisnat done. | think hell hep us”

"Did you ask him about hedlers?' Rafnir wanted to know.
"I didn't have a chance. | will try when heiswilling to talk to me again."
Morad said in avoice hard as stone, "If heis so friendly, why did he attack Nida?'

Keene frowned. "Habit, | think. He's been protecting himsdf and this city for two hundred years,
and he thought al the magic-widders were dead. He has seen so few people in Moy Tura, he forgot
about Hunnuli. Even Mother's journey through here was too brief to jolt him from his nightmare™ She
shifted her weight and leaned closer to Rafnir. "l think that's why he was showing me his past, so | would
understand why he killed Niela, and so he could recdl himsdf."

"Whet next?' asked Savaron.

"Red. I'm tired," Kelene admitted. She made her way to her feet and waved off Rafnir's offer to
hep. "I'm dl right. | just want to find Demira" After one last look at the Korg 4ill lying by the blocked
doorway, she limped away to look for her Hunnuli.

Sheisin the courtyard, Tibor caled to her.

Kelene bobbed her head in acknowledgment and fdt the risng pang of a headache in her temples.
By Amaras crown, she was drained; weary to the last bone and muscle. She could hardly keep her eyes
open as she made her way through the ruins to the old court where they had found the eagle.

The images of the Korg's memory weighed heavily in her mind like a bad dream tha would not
fade. The detalls she remembered gave the old city around her a new dimenson of redity. She could
picture now what it had redly looked like and how its people had lived. Moy Tura had been a grand
idear a place separate from the individua clans where magic-wielders could study and teach. There was
much she and the present day magic-widders could learn from this city.

Suggish with fatigue and her own thoughts, Kelene hobbled into the sun-drenched courtyard and
stopped in her tracks. Her mouth dropped open and a cry of ddight escaped her lips a the sght of
Demira ganding in the sunlight. She had tried to picture what the filly would look like with wings, but the
truth was much more spectacular than she had imagined.



Demirahad dready been a magnificent horse, tal, wel muscled, and graceful. Her new wings only
enhanced her beauty.

Thewings were larger than Kelene had expected, with primary feathers dmog as long as her arm,
yet they fit the horse's deek proportions perfectly, tucking neetly againgt her sdes. The black feathers
gleamed in the noon sun and matched her dark coat like a shadow on shining ebony.

It was only when Kelene walked closer that she noticed the droop in Demiras head and the swesat
lathering the filly's chest and neck. Demira lifted her muzzle, dgjection in her deep eyes. They will not
work! | cannot fly, she groaned in  Kelen's mind. They fed so strange, | do not know what to do
with them, She raised the offending wings, then pulled them disgustedly back to ber sides.

The young womean hid her own dismay in an encouraging amile and pressed againg the filly's neck.
"They're too new, Demira" she tried to explain. "You're not used to them yet." She ran a hand dong the
long, powerful inner wing to the velvety soft pinions. "They're so beautiful.”

They may be pretty, but | cannot get them to lift me up! Demira complained.

Something in the word "lift" triggered a thought in Kelené's imagination. "How have you been
trying?' she asked.

The Hunnuli backed up afew paces urtil she was clear of her rider and the piles of rubble. Then she
fanned out the long, broad wings and began to flgp them as hard as she could. The force of her effort set
up a breeze that blew dust and leaves in dl directions, but it only lifted her forequarters off the ground a
mere foot or two. She sank dowly back to earth, weary and disappointed.

Keene studied her closdy before she inquired, "Have you ever watched a goose take off?"
| have seen geese on the river.
"Do you remember how they leave the water?'

Thefilly's ears perked forward and her head came up alittle They have to run as they fly to get
airborne.

"Exactly, and whenever possible they ron into the wind to give themsdves extrallift. With your speed
on the ground, that might give you enough momentum to overcome your weght. ™

Demira shook hersdlf and carefully folded her wingsinto place. | will try that, she told Kelenein a
tone lighter with new hope.

"Redt fird," Kelene suggested. "We both need it." They found a pool of shade by a section of the
wadl, and while Demira relaxed, Kelene began to rob the filly's tired legs and wing muscles.

* * % % %

Kelene left the temple courtyard shortly after mid-afternoon. She and Demira had napped long
enough to regain thar strength, then Demira left, determined to test her new idea for takeoff. Kelene was
hat, thirgty, and ravenoudy hungry. It had been along time since her last medl. She walked back to the



shelter, sretching her arms and legs as she went until she fdt more energetic.

Sayyed was dill on his blankets when she stepped into the shadowy room. Although he seemed to
be deeping, he flinched when she kndt beside him. Rafnir was gtting close by, his demeanor tense and
worried.

Kelene picked up a doth from a bowl of cool water and wiped the perspiration off Sayyed's flushed
face. The man shuddered at her touch and tossed on his bed in the ddirium of a high fever. Without
deliberate forethought, Kelene laid her hand on his forehead and began to hum so softly that Rafnir could
bardy hear her. Sayyed's eyes flickered open for a second, and a weak amile flitted over his face. Then
he eased back into a quieter, more restful deep.

"How do you do that?' Rafnir asked wonderingly.
Kelene looked up in surprise. "'l didn't do anything but try to cddm him alittle”

The young dansman came around to her Sde, took her hands in his, and turned them over, padms
up. "Long, gentle fingers, strong pams, a wide space between thumb and forefinger.” He looked into her
face. "You have the hands of a heder.”

Kelene snorted, suddenly self-consciousin the face of Rafnir's intendty. People had dways been so
aware of her foot, they had never paid attention to her hands. She pulled her fingers from his grasp. "A
heder," she sad lightly. "Don't be ridiculous. Piers was a heder. Gehlyn was a heder. | have no traning
and no interext!”

"No interes?' he retorted, his brown eyes glowing. "Look how wel you treated Savaron and me"
He held up hisarm to show her the tear in his muscle was heding nicdly. "Look a what you just did for
Father. Y ou have an incredible touch w at eases people's emotions. Think how invaugble that would be
to aheder.”

Kelene made no reply. She was so taken aback by his observations that she didn't know what to
say. She had never thought about being a hedler---that professon was usudly reserved for men in the
clans. Except for midwives, women were not encouraged to pursue the traning.

She folded her arms thoughtfully. Despite what she said doud, Rafnir was right about her interest.
The heder Piers had seen that before anyone dse. Why ese would he have taked to a smdl girl like an
equa and dlowed her to follow him everywhere? Perhaps if he hadn't died so soon, he would have
encouraged her further. But Piers was gone. The Khulinin heder Gehlyn was dead, too, and the gods
only knew how many more heders had succumbed to the plague. The clans would need new people to
practice the arts of heding. Why not a sorceress?

Kelene looked down into the face of her parents dying friend and fdt her hope begin to rise. The
more she considered Rafnir's suggestion, the more convinced she became that he was right. She jumped
to her feet. If she was going to live to be a healer, she and her companions had to find a weapon againgt
the plague, and the only one who might know where that weapon could be lay within the old warehouse.

“I'm going to talk to the Korg," she declared.

Before she knew where she was going, her feet carried her to the doorway of the warehouse. Her
brother gave her aquizzicd glance as she stopped before the shidd.

Insgde the Korg was startled awake. He lifted his head, saw her sanding againg the bright light, and
squinted. "Kdyra?' he growled in deepy confusion.



The clanswoman jutted out her chin. "No! | am Kelene, daughter of Lady Gabria and Lord Athlone
of Clan Khulinin." She said it forcefully and in a proud voice as much to steady her resolve as to inform
the lion. Pointing to her brother, she added, "Thisis Savaron, my brother. Our mother and father broke
the gorthling's curse againg Vaorian's hars.”

The old lion turned his head from one to the other and his olden eyes began to gleam. "Tdl me about
them," his deep voice commanded.

"I will gladly tdl you when there is more time. But now | have to talk to you," Keene countered.
"My mother and father and Sayyed, that man lying Sick in our shelter, defeated a gorthling twenty-three
years ago. Since then they have sruggled to learn sorcery from Matrah's book and their own intuition.
They have been gathering other people with the ability to wied magic and trying to undo years of
prejudice. It has taken along time. Too much knowledge from Moy Tura was log." She broke off and
pointed toward the building where Sayyed lay. "Now we have a cdamity we cannot stop, and we
desperately need help.”

The Korg stirred and said, "So you came dl thisway to find me. Why?'
"The clans have been dtricken by a deadly plague. Ever since we opened this old burid mound. . ."

She got no further. Without warning the Korg roared to his feet. "Burid mound! Plague™ he shouted
inavoice that shook the warehouse. "What burid mound?’

Kelene was so startled by his sudden ferocity she could only stand wide-eyed in the doorway.

"Speak™ he bellowed. "Whose mound did you desecrate?’ He pushed up againg the shield, glaring
furioudy at her from beneath his stone mane.

"I didn't---1 mean, we---it was an old one in a box canyon,” Keene sammered, growing pde. She
stepped back againg her brother. She heard Rafnir, Morad, and the four Hunnuli  Come running up
behind her, but she couldn't take her eyes off the Korg's face. His lips were curled back over teeth like
gone daggers, his heavy tal was lashing in vicious arcs.

"Inabox canyon," he repeated with a hideous growl. "In the hills near the Tir Samod? A large ova
mound sealed with wards and bearing no marks?' He spoke with such vehemence, both Kelene and
Savaron could only nod.

Another roar rattled the old rafters. "You foold You released the undead. We seded him in his
tomb forever! Didn't you read the warnings? Didn't you fed the wards? Tha tomb was not to be
touched!"

"We didn't know that," Rafnir tried to say, only to be cut off by a sharl from the Korg.
"Where is he? Where is the man you released? Is he dill at the gathering?'

"No," Kelene answered hestantly, and Savaron filled in for her. "He was just outsde the southern
gate yesterday.”

The words had no sooner been spoken than the Korg plunged forward, battering himsdf againgt
Savaron's shidding. The magic energy flared at the impact, then faded to a dull pink. The Korg lunged
agan into the shidd. Before anyone could move to help Savaron strengthen it, the energy fidd exploded.
Theforce of its disruption flung Savaron and Kelene to the ground.

With a thundering below, the Korg launched his huge body from the warehouse and charged down



the Street toward the main road. "Bitorn!" the clanspeople heard him rage.

Stunned, they watched him until he disappeared between some broken walls, then they ran to ther
horses. Rafnir gave Kelene a hand onto Tibor's back, and she held tight to Rafnir's waist as the big
ddlion legped forward. The other Hunnuli were quick to follow, until only Afer was left behind to guard

Sayyed.

The Hunnuli galloped down the southern road, their hooves meking staccato thunder on the
flagstones. Ahead everyone could hear the Korg dill roaring like araging bull.

"What in dl the gods names is he doing? Kelene cried. Craning to see over Rafnir's shoulder, she
looked down at the Straight road toward the dity gates. In the distance she could make out the broken
towers of the ity wall. “There heid” she shouted to Rafnir. She saw the lion reach the gateway and go
barging through.

All & once there was a flare of reddish light just outside the wals. The Hunnuli sped faster.

The red light was 4ill blazing when the horses came to the high arched entrance and did to a stop
just indgde the gate.

Pesring out, everyone gaped & the stone lion hunched on his back legs, his front paw raised to
drike, and his ears flat on his head. "Be gone, you blood-drinker," the Korg was snarling to the wraith.

The spirit had grown in heght to stand eye-to-eye with the lion, and his form was glowing like a fiery
pillar. "Heretic!" he screamed. "You cannot hide your humen shape in that guise. Your perverted evil
reeks through that moldy, lichen-esten stone. Why are you dill here? Was death not good enough for
you? Show yoursdf! Reved your face before | send you to the depths of Gormoth!”

The Korg laughed, a scornful rumble that echoed off the wdls. "Why not? This shel served me well.
But | have learned it is no longer needed.” He spoke a gring of sharp, unfamiliar words. There was a
loud boom, and to the watchers astonishment, the stone lion began to crack apart. Fine lines and fissures
spread over his body from muzze to tail; chunks of stone fdl from his mane. In one loud crash, the lion's
shape collapsed into a pile of rubble. Standing in its place was a man wearing only a loose wrap around
hiswad.

Kelene gasped. After the massve, murderous stone lion, the thin, gray-haired man was a surprise. In
spite of histdl height, he had to crane his neck to look up at the towering gpparition. He was so pale, his
white skin looked incongruous againg the wraith's blazing red light.

The dead priest cackled in glee and loomed over the old man as if to consume him in the red
phosphorescence.

The sorcerer just smiled scornfully before he lifted his hand. A ruby light blazed from the splinter in
his wrigt, a magic-wielder's linter identicd to Gabrias, and a blast of energy flew from his hand,
sending the wraith back severd paces.

The clanspeople stared even harder. None of their attacks had had any effect on the apparition.

“Stay back, Bitorn," the Korg was saying. "Y our power has little effect on me. Now you know me,
now you see that one of the councl isill divel” Without the degp rumbling growls of the lion, his voice
sounded very different to the clangpeople, more moderate and precise.

The undead priest hissed his laughter. "Little good it will do you, old man. It took seven of the
coundl to confine me to my tomb, and dl the others are dead. There are no more magic-wielders who



can control me now! Those that live in this time are weak and untrained. | will soon wipe them dl out,
and my vengeance will be complete.”

"Vengeance! The gopdling excuse of a warped and evil mind. Spare us your vengeance, Bitorn.
You earned every sngle verdict and punishment levied againgt you with your murderous cruety and acts
of hatred. There was no bloodier or more merciless crimind on the Ramtharin Plains than you!"”

"Crimind!" the priest howled. "Only the council named me arimind. The chieftains caled me dly, the
clans cdled me savior. The gods themselves ordained me to purify the plains of the perverson caled
megic! You and your sordid little cult did nothing more than delay the inevitable. | will destroy every
magic-wieder in the dand"

"By wiping out the entire population?' Kelene shouted. Furious, she threw her leg over Tibor, did to
the ground, and limped forward a few paces. She moved around the dead Hunnuli lying in the dirt,
unaware that as she did o, she inadvertently stepped from the protection of the wards in the archway.

The wrath turned his blazing eyes to her, but Kelene was too angry to fed fear. "You caused the
plague, didn't you? You gave our entire people thisvileillness just to kill a few magic-widders?

A dow gmile did over the priest's face as he saw where she was sanding. "Yes, child, | did. For
more reasons than you imagine”

"Oh, | can imagine a great ded,” Kelene sngpped to the wrath. "But you won't succeed.
Magic-wielders have survived for over five hundred years snce Vdorian crossed Wolfeared Pass. We
will fight you to the last flicker of magic in our veinsto preserve our blood-right! Sorcery was a gift from
the gods, not a curse. It is jedous, close-minded, vicious fools like you that keep us from fuifilling our
dedtiny in the clans. Go back to your grave, priest. You faled in life, and you will fal again.”

Bitorn flicked afinger a her, and Kelen€'s clothes burst into flane. Pain and terror seared her mind
as she tried franticaly to beat out the fire on her ams and legs. A scream core from her throat. She fdt
Rafnir grab her and ydl something, but the agony of the burning was too blinding for her to understand.

Then, just as quickly, the Korg spoke a command; the pain and fire vanished. Kelene was |eft
hunched over, saring supidly at her untouched tunic and pants. There was no sgn of smoke or scorch
marks or burns on her skin. It had just been another of the wraith's visons,

Trembling, she dowly straightened. Rafnir was beside her, his hands steadying her shaking body.
She raised her head to thank the Korg and saw him turn dightly away from the wraith long enough to
check on her. In that split second of inattention, the dead priest lunged at the sorcerer.

"Behind you™ Kelene ydled.

The Korg whirled back too late, for the wraith's hand clamped down on his shoulder. The old men
screamed in pain as the red phosphorescent light flared around him.

In dmog the same movement, Rafnir and Kelene raised their hands and fired twin bolts of blistering
enargy a the wraith. Savaron and Morad ran to their companions. They joined their power to the attack,
too, forming a four-way barrage againg the glowing spirit.

The wraith howled in rage. He tried to hold on to his victim, but the intense power of four
magic-widders forced hm back. His hand dipped off the Korg's shoulder.

The old man staggered a step and fel to his knees. Ducking low under the men's continued barrage,
Keene ran forward and hdf supported, haf dragged the Korg back to the safety of the ity gate. The



three dlanamen ceased thair attack.

Bitorn snarled an oath and sprang after them, but the men ducked in past the wards. The wraith beat
hisfig futildy againg the invisble power that prevented him from entering the city.

At lagt he stood back, his chisdled face pinched with rage. He turned hisfiery eyes on Kelene. "You
have spirit, child. When | caich you, your desth shdl be interesting. And you,” he snapped to the Korg,
"you are an ingffectud old man. Y ou can hide behind your walls, but you will die with those people with
you. Already my disease has struck in their midst. They have to find a cure, but | promise you, any fdse
hope they findin Moy Turawill never reach the clans. My plan will not be stopped! So, Councilor, you
can stay in your fdlen city and die a hideoudy panful death, or you can leave and die a quicker death of
my choice somewhere on the plains” He sneered, his expression triumphant. "It matters not to me."

There was aflash of red light, and the wraith disappeared from sght, leaving behind a strong putrid
gardl and afant swirl of dust that settled dowly to earth.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

There was dlence a the southern gate. The four clanspeople exchanged glances before they turned
dl eyes to the man leaning wearily againg the stone wall of the archway. He had his back to them, his
shoulders hunched and his head drooping. He pushed himsaf away from the wall, tightened the wrap
around hiswaist, and dowly turned to face Kelene, Rafnir, Savaron, and Morad.

They stared back at him without speaking, wariness, curiosity, and suspicion on dl ther young faces.
"How do you know him?" Savaron asked abruptly.

The Korg flinched at the harsh tonein the warrior's voice. "His name was Bitorn," he replied weearily.
"Hewas a priest of Sorh."

"So we gathered,” said Refnir. "What was he to you?'
"A bitter enemy. A foe | thought long gone.”
Keene tilted her head thoughtfully. "Was he the priest who was punished by the council?*

The Korg nodded, and for a moment Kelene thought the man was going to cry. The lines on his
forehead deepened, and his mouth tightened to a narrow dit. He stared up a the ruined towers, the
tumbled piles of rubble, and the rotting pieces of the massve gates as if seeing them dearly for the firg
time His eyes, once ablaze with a golden light, were dulled to an ordinary ydlowish brown.

Whatever he had been before, whatever he had done, Kelene knew now he was only a weary old
men ful of sadness and remorse. After years of isolation and emptiness, he had been thrugt into a
confusng new existence made bitter by old memories and perilous by new dangers he did not know,
how to face.

Kelene took the Korg's aam and led him back into the city. Savaron offered his hand to help him



mount one of the galions, but the Korg shook his head. "It has been along time since | rode a Hunnuli. |
think 1 will just walk." With Rafnir and Kelene waking beside the sorcerer, the smdl group made their
way back through the city.

"How did you do it?" Morad asked after atime of slence. "How did you sed his soul in atomb?’

The Korg took so long to answer, the four clanspeople wondered if he was going to. His deep-set
eyes were questing over the ruins around them with a grim intengty that alowed no interruption.

The four young people cast speculative glances a him while they waited, studied his features, and
marveled at his appearance. He was not quite as old as they had firg thought. Although his skin was pde
and lined, his facid muscles were dill firm, and his har had as much blond as gray in its color. Kelene
wondered if his outward appearance had changed at dl after two hundred years in a stone body. Was
this the way he had |ooked to Kdyra?

Just when they had decided he was not going to answer, the old sorcerer shook his head. "We used
Bitorn againg himsdf. That was the irony of our plan." His long fingers gestured toward the blue sky.
"Magic is not the only ancient power in the morta world. The gods have Ieft traces of ther divinity in
meany places that men do not yet understand. Bitorn was a brilliant man with an indefaigable desire to
learn and an obsession to avoid death.”

"Then why did he become a priest of Sorh?" questioned Savaron, surprised.

"Two reasons, | think. If he could serve Lord Sorh as a devoted servant, perhaps the god of desth
would look favorably on his service and dlow him to live longer. Then, he could learn dl there was to
know about death and find away to avoid it entirdly.”

"Immortality?" Keene exclamed. "Did he succeed?"

"Patidly. He discovered that every morta soul has a trace of the gods ancient power. When a
person dies, this power that chains the soul to the body lesks away, dlowing the soul to escape its mortd
shdl. By learning how to sted that energy and absorb it into himsdf, Bitorn made his soul virtudly
invulnerable™ The Korg's hands clenched into figs "He dso daughtered dozens of people before we
reelized what he was doing."

"The Oathbreakers told us he was seding our life-force. |s that what you mean?' queried Rafnir.

"Yes" sad the Korg. "His spirit became so strong, we could not kill him. The power of his soul
preserved his body from fatd injury. All we could do was imprison himin a tomb and hope that he would
eventudly weaken and truly die" Savaron grunted. "But we got there firg."

"Unfortunatdy.” The Korg continued to wak beside the Hunnuli, his expresson grim. "His body
mud have died shortly before you found him, but he had enough energy left in his soul to avoid Sorh's
Harbingers and eventudly escape the opened tomb. Is his body ill intact?"

"We don't know," replied Refnir. "We didn't open the coffin."
"If the coffin is undamaged, chances are his body is dill complete mused the old sorcerer.
"S0?" prompted Kelene.

The Korg sghed. "That's why he wants the life-force so badly. If he can gan enough strength, he
can rgjuvenate his body and live again.”



"Isthat so bad? It might be easier to kill imif heisin amorta body,” Morad said, patting his sword
hilt.

"You don't undergtand. Bitorn was right. It took seven of us to imprison him in the mound. His soul
is so powerful he can manipulate the hidden centers of our thoughts, lend his force to dead bodies and
animate them, and resg dl but the most powerful spells. As a wraith, he is more vulnerable because he
mud use a great ded of energy to stay in the mortd redm. Once he is joined to his body, though, the
grength of his soul will protect him from mortaity. He will be virtudly indestructible.”

"l don't understand,” complained Savaron. "This life-force and magic seem very smilar. What's the
difference? And why does Bitorn use this other power when he is so opposed to magic?'

"A few other magic-widlders and | wondered the same thing,” the old Korg replied. "We never had
achance to understand Bitorn's work, because he destroyed dl of his papers and manuscripts before we
caught him. But we did learn that magic is a much older power, saringing from creetion itsdf. It is more
complex and can only be used by mortals with Vdorian's blood. But the life-force is not as ancient. It
seems to originate from Lord Sorh. It is Amarawho breathes life into our bodies, but it is Lord Sorh who
damsthe soul & death.”

"So anyone could use this power?' Rafnir asked.

"Anyone with the knowledge and desire. It is not an easy energy to command.” "Is Bitorn serious
about destroying dl the magic-wielders?' Kelene asked quietly.

"Completdy.” The Korg was emphétic. "Even before we brought him to trid for murder, Bitorn's
mind had become affected by the power he had dready absorbed. He was completdy obsessed by what
he cdled his holy duty.” They had reached ther shelter in the crumbling building, and the Hunnuli came to
astop by Afer.

Rafnir turned his gaze to the shadowed interior where his father lay, and he said morosdy, "Bitorn
hes dready made a good gtart." He thought of his mother so dim and dive, of hisfriend Ritan, of laughing
Coren, and so many others he would never see again. His voice went deadly cold. "How do we destroy
the wraith?"

"I don't know. From what you tdl me, there are not enough skilled magic-wielders left to stop him."
"There aren't going to be any,” Kelene said sharply, "if we don't find the hedlers records.”
The Korg's eyebrows rose. "What heders records?’

"That's why we came here; to look for any records left behind by your heders that might help us
fight this plague.”

“Isit that bad?"
For an answer, Rafnir pulled the Korg into the shelter and pointed to Sayyed. " See for yoursdf."

Kelene brushed past them both to kned by the warrior's side. Cup in hand, she lifted his head and
let atrickle of angdlica tea flow into his mouth. "It begins like this a high fever and these painful swelings
in the neck." Her fingers gently touched the lumps under Sayyed's jaw. He moaned a her feather-light
pressure, and the white cat growled protectively. "The pestilence kills within several days" she added,
"and we have nothing to stop it."

The Korg stared, horrified, a Sayyed, understanding for the firg time the caamity that had driven



these clanspeople to his city. He stirred, and rubbed a hand over his chin. "I don't know if you will find
what you need in this city. | don't remember anything like your plague griking our people. There was
some pestilence in Pra Desh at that time. Maybe Bitorn found a way to store it and take it with him.
Maybe it is a disease of his own corruption.”

"Wdl, we can look can't we?' Rafnir flared, his patience suddenly at an end. "Bitorn mugt think there
is something here we can use. Why ese would he leave the gathering to follow a few magic-wieders dl
the way to Moy Tura? Did the hedlers have any kind of books or manuscripts or anything that described
their hediing spdls?’

"I don't know." The sorcerer was trying to think, but Rafnir's outburst had flustered him.

"You don't know alot, old man! Think! I've lost my mother and haf my clan to this disease. | will
not let it take any more" Wearing a scowl, Rafnir strode back outside before his anger and raised voice
disturbed his father. The men followed, leaving Sayyed in the more peaceful company of his cat.

Keene checked the warrior one more time. She sghed with pity a the handsome, powerful man
lying heplesdy in a sweat-soaked coma while an unseen foe ravaged his body. Her heart ached a the
thought of loang his vibrant humor and charming amile.

Quidly she left im and dug through the packs to find some of Tomian's clothes that they had saved.
The young Gddring had been bigger than the Korg, but his brown tunic, lightwaght pants, and soft
leather boots ought to fit the Korg wel enough for now.

Outsde, she found the men morasdy studying the ruins around them and saying very little to each
other. The tendon was s0 thick she could amog see it. She handed the dothes to the Korg, who
accepted them with a wan smile, and she waited while he dressed. As she feared, the pants were too
wide and the boots too big. She was about to suggest the use of a dagger and a needle and thread when
he spoke an easy spd| and dtered them to fit hissmdler frame.

"I havent had to do that in awhile" he said to Kelene. His eyes shifted gpologeticaly to the men
ganding about. "I'm sorry I'm not much help. | was not a heder, and they kept ther secrets within their

guild."

Kelene, ams crossed, regarded him steedily. "We knew it was a dim chance. Is there anything you
can suggest? Some place we could just look?!

He pondered her question and findly suggested, "Y ou could try their hdl."

Rafnir snapped dert. "What hdl?'

The Korg looked at the warehouse and down the streets. "It has been so long since | tried to
remember what these ruined buildings used to be. The Hedlers Hal was a big, two-floored building not
far from here. . . with a garden courtyard, if | remember.”

"Besde atemple to Amara?' Kelene asked excitedly. At the Korg's nod, she amiled. "We know
where that is"

Rafnir's expresson brightened with recognition, and the two of them led the others through the aleys
and dtreets to the courtyard where they had found the eagle.

Kelene took a quick glance around and was relieved to see Demira was off somewhere, probably
foraging for grass or strengthening her new wings. She winked at Rafnir, glad she did not have to explain
her horse's radical new appearance at tha particular momernt.



The Korg was looking quizzicadly at the broken columns around the courtyard and at the hegps of
weathered and crumbled masonry on the foundation of the building he had indicated. "Thismug be it," he
muttered asif to himsdf.

The clangpeople needed no more encouragement than that. They fanned out and searched every
crack, nook, hole, and cranny they could find in the ruined Hedlers Hal. They pulled down the remains
of walls, tore gpart piles of rubble, and dug through layers of packed ash and dirt.

Unfortunately there wasn't much left to examine. The attackers had been thorough when they
ransacked and destroyed the building, and the years had taken anything perishable that was left. By the
time the sun touched the horizon, the clanspeople had examined everything in the old foundations and
found nothing. They were dispirited and unhappy when Savaron findly cdled a hdt.

"Areyou sure thisisthe only hdl they kept?' Rafnir asked the Korg. "Didnt the heders have some
other place they might have stored records?"

The sorcerer bowed his head. "None that | know of."
Morad made an aggravated grunt and threw up his hands. "Wél, now what do we do? Go home?’
"We cant,” Rafnir rapped out. "Well have to keep looking."

"For what? More rocks? More lizards? Another dead end? Face it, Rafnir, this whole journey has
been a waste of time. There iant anything here but old stones™ Morad picked up one and threw it as
hard as he could into the twilight. "At firg light, I'm leaving. I'm going back to Geldring Treld."

"By yoursdlf? Past the wraith?' Kelene exclamed.

"Il dip out the northern gate and find my own way. That dinking priest will be too busy keeping a
watch for im." He jabbed afinger at the Korg.

"You won't go done" Rafnir noted in a voice both quiet and forceful. "Youll take the plague with
you. If you don't die alone somewhere on the plains, youll make it to your treld and spread the disease to
those who stayed behind.”

Morad reddened, angry at himsdf for showing fear and angry a Rafnir for trgpping him with the
obvious. He was about to make a retort when an exclamation from Savaron gartled everyone.

"Good godd™ he burst out. "What was that?"

The others whirled to see him gtaring toward the western sky. The landscape of Moy Tura was fl&,
0 it was possible to see a long distance in areas of the ruins where the building walls were leveled. But
when his companions followed Savaron's gaze, they saw nothing out of the ordinary.

"Did you see it?" Savaron sad excitedly. "Over there by that far tower. It was ather the biggest
eegle I've ever seen or---" Frowning, he broke off and asked the Korg, "There aten't any other large
beasts around here, are there?'

The old man looked anxious. "Of course not. Thisismy home."

"An eagle? Do you meaen it was flying?' Kelene inquired in a very controlled and innocent voice. She
avoided looking a anyone for fear they would see the sudden shining in her eyes. Demira, it must have
been Demiral



Her brother squinted. "I think so. | only saw it briefly againgt the setting sun. 1t was huge!” At that,
Morad shook his head in disgust. "Wonderful. Stone lions, dead priests, giant eagles. What next? I'm
going to find something to eat. At least | know where the food i9" He stomped from the courtyard, his
back hunched with anger.

Savaron took one lagt look toward the western sky, then shrugged and followed a little more dowly.
The Korg trailled close behind. Kelene hestated. She wanted to wait in the courtyard for Demira to
return to find out if the filly had truly learned to fly, but the memory of Sayyed's worsening condition
convinced her to return to the shelter. The warrior might need her during the night; she did not want to
leave im unattended just to satisfy her own curiosity. Maybe Tibor could find out for her.

That night, while a cool wind muttered around the dingy walls, Kelene and Rafnir took turns gtting
with Sayyed, keeping him as comfortable as they could while his fever dimbed and the boils began to
break out on his neck and arms. The little white cat never budged from his side. She lay by his head and
purred franticaly, asif she were trying to encourage him to fight the thing that was dowly burning up his

body.

Savaron and Morad traded off guard duty again, this time just kegping a watch on the shdter. The
Korg had accepted a proffered blanket and gone to deep outdoors with the Hunnuli. Although he craved
the company of people, so much of it so quickly was meking him unessy.

No one dept wel. The darkness seemed interminable to them dl, for it blanketed the world around
them and offered nothing to distract their minds from the ample, terrible fact that they were dmost out of
time and no closer to a solution than they had been two days ago.

A pae pink light was painting the eastern sky when Kelene stepped from the shelter to stretch her
aching back.

"Bad night," Savaron commented from his seat on a rock wal nearby. He climbed iffly down and
came to stand beside her. "Is he any better?”

She had to blink hard to stop the sudden tears. "No. I've tried everything | could think of to lower
his fever; he just gets worse. If something doesn't help him soon, | don't think hell live through another
night."

The young warrior smacked his hand on his sword hilt. "There has to be something ese we haven't
tried. | can't believe we came dl thisway for nothing."

"We knew that was a possihility,” Kelene Sghed.

"l know, but | kept hoping for some twist of luck, a little nudge from the gods" He grimaced, the
hope nearly gone from his heart. " Perhaps the priests were right. Maybe the gods have turned ther backs
onuséa lag."

A long, thin hand was laid on Kelene's deeve, and she looked around to see the Korg. For the firg
time in two hundred years the sorcerer had a day-old stubble of blondish-gray beard on his cheeks,
gving him a tired, dightly scruffy appearance. His eyes were red-rimmed from lack of deep, and the lines
around his mouth and nose seemed deeper. "The gods do not forsake ther children," he told them, his
voice quavering with emation. "Never think thet."

Morad, who had been ligening to the conversation, came over. "Wha else are we supposed to
think? Our prayers go unanswered. We have no hope. No hdp.”



"Maybe they have found an answer a the gathering,” the Korg said softly, "with the wraith gone
from their midgt, perhaps the plague has died down."

Savaron snatched at that hope and turned to his sster urgently. "Kelene, have you looked in the
Watcher lady?’

Her fingers went to the stone reluctantly. "Not for aday or two,” she said, "but | don't think---"
"Try it anyway," interrupted Morad. "See whét is happening.”

It was dl she could do to unpin the brooch and cup it in her hand. Kelene didn't believe the disease
had eased off or that the hedlers had found a cure. She had seen no 9gn of it the last time she had looked
in the Watcher, and on that day her mother---and her father as much as she knew---were dill hedlthy.
She wasn't certain she wanted to know if their condition had changed.

The Korg sensed her reluctance, for his dender hands covered hers. He gave her a pde amile
"Sirength to endure comes from within," he whispered.

Bowing her head, Kelene emptied her mind of everything else and concentrated on the brilliant
center of the stone. The images were dow to develop; they came rductantly through a hazy curtain of
light as if dowed by her own unwilling participation. When at lagt the tiny picture came into focus, Kelene
redlized part of the problem: her mother was facing the east. The risng sun's golden light filled the Fallen
Star on her tunic.

Kelene sghed. At least that meant Gabria was 4ill wel enough to be outsde and on her feet.
Kelene redized her mother was praying to Amara, for she saw a pair of hands held up in supplication.
Before she could ddve deeper into the stone to hear the words, the scene sivung around, and her mother
entered a tent.

Kelene fet her mouth go dry. It was their family tent; she recognized the red-and-white hanging on
the wdl and the folding clothes rack her father had made. What was Gabria doing back in the Khulinin
camp? Why wasn't she with the heders at the Council Grove?

The tiny image was difficult to see now because of the tent's dm interior and because her mother
was moving around. She appeared to be preparing something with a pot of hot water and a handful of
dried flowers. Kelene watched, wondering what she was doing.

Gabria moved again toward the back of the tent where the degping curtain hung. She pulled aside
the curtain and knelt down by someone lying on the pallet.

Severa hundred leagues awvay Kelene saw the face of the prodtrate figure in the depths of the gem.
She gave a strangled cry and dropped the Watcher on the ground. She raised hollow eyes to Savaron.
"It's Father."

Her brother's knees logt their strength, and he sagged back onto his stone seet; "Dead?' he managed
to ask.

The girl fdt her body grow numb with despair. "No. | think it just happened. He was tossng with
fever, but there were no boils yet." "Not that it matters. He will be dead before we get back.” Savaron
dropped his head in his hands.

The Korg looked from one to the other, his eyes troubled by their grief. "Your father? Thisis Lord
Athlone?" At Keene's nod, he bent over, picked up the Watcher, and pressed it back into her cold
fingers "'l was awake mogt of the night, trying to remember Moy Tura asit was," he went on hesitantly in



his dry, raspy voice. "Taking to you yesterday stirred things | have not thought about in years, and last
night a memory came to me. It's probably just as usdess as the hdl, but there do not seem to be many
choices left.”

"What is it?" Rafnir caled from the entrance to the shelter. He was leaning againgt the wal of the
opening, hisarms crossed and his face wary.

"Thetunnds," replied the old sorcerer. When the others gave him unknowing stares, he daborated:
"We huilt a series of underground tunnds from the Sorcerers Hal to four or five of the main dity buildings
for use by students and magic-widlders. | know there was one to the Healers Hall. It occurred to me that
maybe some of thelr important works were in storage rooms underneeth the man hdl.”

"Tunnds" Morad repeated, his tone dripping with disbelief. "Benegth the city. We've never heard of
that!"

"Vey few people outsde of Moy Tura knew they were there. If Lord Gordak knew of them, he
would have destroyed them, too. But the doors were enhanced with magic to sed automaticaly when
they were shut. Gordak could have missed them when he razed the aity.”

" didn't see any dgn of an entrance, sedled or otherwise, to a lower levd a the hdl," Savaron
declared.

The Korg rubbed his hands thoughtfully and said, "l didn't ether, or | would have remembered it
sooner. It must have been destroyed when the wals were tom down.”

Kelene carefully pinned her brooch back into place while she lisened to the men. A tiny seed of
hope gtirred in her mind, pushing aside a little of the despair that had settled over her when she saw her
father lying Sck and hepless. If it was just wighful thinking, she didn't care, so long as some sdl
possibility offered another chance. "Is there another building with an entrance close to the Heders Hdl?!
she suggested.

The old sorcerer hesitated. Then his face brightened a little. "The closest one was the Temple of
Eadgoden. That building is il partidly intact.” A grimace did over hisface. "The dan warriors didn't dare
tear down ahaly place.”

Savaron, Morad, and Kdene traded glances and without saying a word, agreed to try. Only Rafnir
hestated, torn between stayingwith his father or searching the temple.

The gdlion, Afer, understood his indecison. Go, the Hunnuli reassured him. | can tell you if he
needs help.

The people were about to leave when the white cat came trotting from the shdter, grumbling
irritably. Afer told me to go with you. He says | can hunt for cracks and little holes that your
human eyes might miss.

The Korg watched in amusement as she set off without waiting for anyone, her tal hed high, her
whiskers twitching. "For one so amdl, she has the bearing of a lioness”" he commented, amiling. "Where
did she learn to communicate like thet?'

"My mother,” Rafnir said curtly, gesturing for the Korg to take the lead.

Following the old man, the searchers walked south past the square to the southern road. A few
minutes later they entered an archway through ahigh wal into the spacious courtyard of the huge temple
they had seen before. The Korg had been right: the temple had suffered little damage from the marauding



dan warriors. At leadt it had not been burned and razed to the ground like the Sorcerers Hal.

But time, neglect, and weather had inflicted their own grievous damage. The roof had falen into the
interior, mogt of the wdls had collgpsed, and the facade of marble columns and frieze-work was cracked
and broken. Debris was scattered across the paved courtyard. Grass and weeds grew between the
cracked flagstones, and a amdl wild cedar struggled to live in what had once been a garden. Not even
the morning sun could drive away the dingy, forlorn look of the temple and its faded grandevr.

The young clanspeople looked at the huge pile in dismay, wondering where to begin.

The Korg walked dowly across the courtyard and up the broad stone steps that stretched across
the face of the temple. He raised hisarms to the ruined building.

"It was named the Temple of Edgoden after the sacred peak in the redm of the immortds. We
wished it to be a place where we could venerate dl the deties together under one roof." Then he cried
loudly, "Mighty Surgart and his Sword of War; the Judge and Executioner Lord Sorh; the capricious,
dark Krath; and the Mother of All, Amaral If the Sorcerers Hdl was the brain of Moy Turn, this was the
heart! Enter with me to seek the answers to your prayers.”

Across the courtyard, Morad blew his nose ruddly. "That old man has los more than a couple
pounds of stone," he hissed. "He's a few threads short of afull warp.”

Keene glared at the Gddring. Perhaps the Korg was being a little dramatic, but there was nothing
wrong with his mind. And if he could find a runnd thet led to the Hedlers Hall, she wouldn't care if he
began orating from the city wals. She hurried after the sorcerer, not bothering to see if Morad was
coming. Rafnir and Savaron followed. Fndly Morad, muttering to himsdf, brought up the rear. They
meade their way up the worn and pitted steps in time to see the Korg and Tam's cat pick a path through
the broken man doors.

The doors were double-hung, bronze goliaths that perched precarioudy on the remains of the front
wal and doorframe. The clanspeople edged past, being very careful not to jar the doors fragile baance.
Once indde, it was dmogt impossible to discern the layout of the building. Whatever had been within had
been crushed and buried under the massive weight of the roof. Overhead, the blue firmament of the sky
was the only ceiling the temple would ever have.

"Where was the entrance to the tunnds?' Rafnir inquired dubioudy, poking around a heap of broken
stone.

The Korg pointed. "To the left. The door came out in an anteroom just off the far ade” He led the
way toward a tumbled mass of masonry, roofing materid, and windblown trash tha covered severd

patiadly collapsed walls

"Inthere?' Rafnir groaned when he saw the mess. "It will take dl day to get through that." He wasn't
totaly correct. The task only took them haf a day. Under the Korg's direction, they used magic to lift the
stones aside and very carefully dig out the remains of what had once been severd priests chambers and
anterooms. The work was delicate because they did not want to weaken the remaining walls or bring
down any more debris.

When they were finished, it was past noon, and they were dl tired from the exacting spells they had
had to control. The rooms were dill filthy with hegps of debris and trash, but now there was space to
move within the walls.

"Thisisthe place" the Korg told his companions. He pointed to a smdl chamber. Tam's cat was the



fird one into the ruined room. Behind her, the clanspeople crowded into the entrance to look around.

Rafnir crossed his ams and leaned againgt the doorjamb of the room the Korg had indicated. He
was hot, sweeting, had a lousy headache, and he didn't see anything that looked like another door or
entrance out of that room. It was barely ten paces across, windowless, and unadorned. Any furniture or
decoration within had rotted long ago. There was nothing but dirty stone and the heavy smdl of rot and
mold.

He watched the white cat ddlicately pad around the room, looking here and there, prodding with a
paw, or siffing fadtidioudy at the stones. Her ears were pricked and her nose was busy, but she did not
seem particularly excited about anything. After afew minutes, she sat down near the back wal and began
to wash her paws.

Rafnir gave a snarl of disgust, made harsher by his growing frustration and fear for Sayyed. "Another
dead end. So whereisyour entrance, old man?'

The Korg did not take offense. He was very familiar with fedings of fear and disgppointment. He
eased past Rafnir's larger, more powerful bulk and went to squat beside the cat. "'l believe she's Stting on
it," he replied mildly. "I told you the doors were seded.”

The cat meowed. | cannot see door. | can only smell what is beneath the floor.

She stepped aside, and the Korg picked up a scrap of wood and scraped away a layer of grime on
the floor. An octagona stone no wider than a man's hand was uncovered beneath the dire. The stone, a
polished tile of black marble, had a smdl depression in its center. The Korg set his thumb into the
depression, spoke a strange word, and pushed.

The four young people looked on in amazement when the stone gave way benegth his hand. An
entire section of the floor and part of the wal came loose and did hdtingly out of sght. The Korg winced
a the rough grinding noise it emitted in its efforts to overcome so many years of disuse and layered grime.
Underneath was reveded a narrow scone stairway leading down into a black pit. A strong amdl of dank
rock filled the air, and a heavy chill leeched from the blackness. There was no sound, no Sgn of life there
was nothing but the firg three steps and the unknown darkness.

Silence gathered around the clanspeople. Faces grim, they stared down into the black wel. No one
wanted to take the firg step down, not even the Korg.

Kelene fdt her somach grow queasy from the dght of that dair. It was like looking into a
bottomless chasm. She remembered the story of Vdorian and wondered if he had fdt this scared when
he stood on the lightless threshold of Gormoth. "Well, at least there are no gorthlings down there,” she
sdd in a hearty voice she had to force.

The men were Sartled by her words. Then Rafnir began to grin, and Savaron chuckled. Morad
unbent enough to shrug and take the fird step down the sairs.

"How about some light?' the Geldring suggested.

The magic-widders quickly obliged by shaping magic into smadl, floaing spheres of light to take
below. In anglefile the men and Kelene followed Morad down the steps into the blackness.

Ladt to go, Rafnir glanced at the white cat, who was watching them with her unwinking solemn eyes.
"Coming?' he invited. Her tall went up, and regd as a priestess, she padded down the dtairs ahead of
him.



Rafnir gave one last look at the sunlit ruins, took a deep breath, and went down into the depths of
Moy Tura.

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

The narrow passage plunged down into the bedrock beneath the temple without a curve or
deviation. Its wals were so close together, the people had to stay in sngle file Fortunately, the steps
themsealves were fairly wide, and a stone raling had been placed on the right Sde about waist-height. The
wak down wasn't too bad---except for the air that chilled the searchers to the skin and the darkness that
pressed in around the edges of their little lights.

The clanspeople hadn't gone down more than ten steps when a sngle feeble light began to glow on
the cdlling just ahead. Morad started so badly he nearly tripped on a step.

The Korg put his hand on the Gdldring's shoulder. "No need to be darmed,” he sad sadly. "There
used to be a dring of lights dong the cdling that were spelled to shine whenever a magic-wielder came
near. I'm surprised one dill works."

There was something rather comforting about the light and its reminder that other magic-widders
hed walked undernegth it every day. Its pae illuminaion couldn't compete with the spheres the travelers
had made themsdlves, but its presence helped to diminish some of the fearsomeness of the tunnd as the
men, the woman, and the cat passed below and continued their descent.

A few minutes later they reached the bottom and gathered together in a tight group. By the light of
the magic globes, they could see that they were standing in an intersection of severd tunnds The
passages were much like the stairs, smooth-walled and obvioudy man-made, but here the way ran wide
enough for two people to walk abreast. One tunnd continued sraight ahead. Others led away to the Ieft
and right.

"Which way?' Savaron's voice boomed in the quiet.

Keene started and bumped into Rafnir. She fdt his hand, warm and strong by hers, and she clasped
it to hep settle the tendrils of fear that were curling in her head. His fingers tightened around hers,
inadvertently opening his emations to her touch. She sensed an uncomfortable mix of nervousness, wortry,
apprehension, and awarm pleasure a her closeness, before she forced hersdf to close off her mind. At
the same time she was aware of Rafnir mentaly drawing away from her, too, and the flow of fedings was
cut off. Kelene was relieved. She knew now it was possible to control her tdent around Rafnir and dlow
him some privacy of feding. That ability might be important later on if their newfound friendship continued
to flourish.

Without speaking, the Korg turned to the left-hand tunnd and led his companions cautioudy dong
the passage. Because the tunnels had been sedled for so long, there wasn't much dugt or litter dong the
way, and very little moisture had accumulated. Other faint lights glowed like ghostly candles on the celling



overhead.

They hadn't been waking very long when the Korg stopped so quickly Morad and Savaron
dammed into him and sent him sumbling forward. Muttering and gpologizing, they reached out to hdp
hm and saw what had shocked him so badly. There, just a step away from the Korg's boots, was the
skeleton of aman. It lay sprawled at the foot of another set of dairs, its flesh long gone and its bone
geaming pady through the scraps of along ydlow tunic. An arrow protruded from its back.

"Sentran,” murmured the Korg.
Kdene saw his cheeks were wet. "You knew him?'

"A friend. He dways wore that avful shade of yelow." He stared up the black hole of the stairway.
"Sentran liked to work late. He mugt have been shot and made it this far before he died. . . " His voice
traled away.

Morad leaned over and fingered the fletching on the arrow.

"I the colors were the same then as now, it's Geldring.” His face turned a ghestly hue in the greenish
white lights of the spheres. He let go of the arrow asif it had stung him.

They hurried on, leaving the body of Sentran in undisturbed peace, and pushed a little faster through
the tunnds.

At lagt the Korg reached a place where the tunnd widened and came to an end in a very
solid-looking door. The door had a stone lintd and was covered with hammered sheets of bronze. A
drange emblem of a golden hand with ared jeweled eyeinits pdm adorned the center of the door.

"Thisisit; | recognize the Hedlers symbal," the Korg told the samdl group. Then his expression grew
puzzled. "But | didn't know there was a door here" He pushed it to no avail.

Savaron and Morad added therr shoulders with his againg the door and pushed, but the door did
not budge. There wasn't enough room for anyone ese to hep them, so they gave up and looked for
another way. They were disheartened to find no visble latches, hinges, or locks.

"The door must be magicdly locked,” the Korg decided.
Morad glared at it. "I don't suppose you know how to break the spdll,”" he said to the old man.

The sorcerer exhded with an irritated rush. "l told you, the heders were very protective of thar
secrets.”

"Could we blast it open with magic?' Rafnir suggested.

"Probably not. The door is protected. It would take so much power to break the spdl, the backlash
of the magic would kill usin the confined space of thistunnd.”

The men fdl to thinking about dternatives while Kelene watched frudration darken ther faces. To
come o far and be thwarted on the doorstep of ther destination by the very people they were hoping
could help them seemed unfair.

And yet it struck her odd that heders would take such painsto lock a door in what was essentidly a
public tunnd. The spdl on the entrance in the temple above had not been very complicated, perhaps this
one wasnt dither.



"Maybe youre meking too much of this" suggested Kelene. There was no octagond stone with a
thumb depression on the door, so she tried the next best thing. She laid her pdm and fingers on the
emblem and pressed hard on the golden hand.

A fant stir of magic tingled againgt her skin, so Kelene knew she had the right idea. But the door
remained firmly closed. There had to be something more. Her next thought was to try magic. This was a
magic-wielders door, after dl, and maybe sorcery was needed to open it. Kelene gathered the ancient
energy around her and directed it through her hand into the emblem. "Open,” she commanded.

Ingantly the jewe in the padm flared with a brilliant red light so bright it shone in a beam of scarlet
through her hand. The power of the door's spdl flashed through her am to her head and dl the way to
her feet, prickling on her skin and making the hairs rise on her arms and neck. The reaction of the magic
bardy registered in her mind when the light went out and the door cracked open. Keene blinked in
pleased surprise.

Impressed, the dansmen grinned at her. But the Korg scratched the back of his neck and studied
her thoughtfully.

Kelene stepped out of the way while Savaron pushed the heavy door open. Over the groan of the
hinges, the people heard a strange, hallow, rattling noise that made everyone jump.

"What was that?' Morad exclamed. He mentaly shoved his sphere of light through the doorway
into the darkness beyond. The green-white light shone on the floor, illuminating a scattered collection of
humen bones.

Keene made a amdl sound somewhere between a gasp and a cry. "They're only children.” She
limped through the door into the corridor beyond and knelt on the cold floor by a huddled group of three
grdl skeletons lying dong the wall. Two more sets of bones had been knocked aside by the opening
door. She picked up a skull no bigger than her little brother's head and turned tear-filled eyes to the men
who were ganding pale and slent in the doorway. "What were they doing here?' she whispered.

The Korg clasped his hands behind his back to hide their trembling. "Someone mugt have hidden
them down here. Most children weren't dlowed in the tunnds until they had passed their firg rites” He
paused to clear histhroat. "They wouldn't have known how to open the doors.”

"Put them down here to keep them safe, not knowing it would be ther tomb. Poor babies. They
mus have been so frightened!" Ever so gently, Kelene laid the skull beside the others and wiped her face.
She was cold and miserable down in these tunnds and the Sght of those amdl bones depressed her even
more. The dark, chilled ar and the enclosed spaces affected her more than she had thought and teased
her imaginetion with violent images of that night so long ago. She wanted nothing more then to get out of
there before they found another gruesome reminder of her people's faly and crudty. Instead she forced
herdf to rise and step away from the skeletons.

Tam's cat padded carefully around the bones into the corridor. Keene, with the men close behind,
followed the amdl animd toward the severd doors that stood open on both sides of the hdl. The firg
door on the right led into a large room well furnished with long tables, benches, and two tattered rugs.
Dusty, faded tapestries hung on the walls, and a few lamps were suspended from the calling.

"Thet was probably a study room or gathering place," observed the Korg.

Kelene, Savaron, Morad, and Refnir looked around the room and were impressed. The only rooms
those four clanspeople knew wdl were in the chieftains hdls in their clans winter camps. This large,
comfortable-looking study fascinated them. "There must have been many heders here a one time" said



Rafnir.

The Korg frowned. "Not redly. The Heders guild was the smdlest in Moy Tura It was learned
long ago that not every magic-wielder can hed." His glance shifted to Kelene, but she had dready moved
back into the hal to continue the search.

There were three more doors in the hdl, each one made of ironbound hardwood fastened with
ample latches. Behind the doors were rooms much smdler than the firg that led nowhere. One had a
worktable and some benches gtting dong the wals. The second seemed to be a storage room hdf full of
everyday items cast-aside dothing, pots, earthen dishes, a few empty Storage jars, a broken stool,
severd mouse-eaten cloaks, and awooden box full of amdl day jars amilar to the ones the heder Piers
hed used for his medicines. Some of the things had been broken and strewn around the floor, probably
by the children in their search for food to est.

Keene shuddered and moved to the last room. She stuck her head in the doorway and fet a sour
pang of disgppointment. The chamber was the lagt one she could see, and it was barren---no shelves, no
acoves, no doorways leading to other rooms, no cupboards or closets. Nothing but dust and aching
dlence

Frustrated, she withdrew to the hdlway. The men obvioudy hadn't found anything elther, Snce there
were no excited voices or cdls for assstance. They were wandering from room to room, too, ther
globes of light following aong obediently above their heads.

Keene turned her attention to the only place a the end of the hdl where she had not explored.
There she found the stairway leading to the upper floors. It was very obvious why they had not found the
gair when they explored the hdl. In the process of razing the building, the victors had pulled down a wal
over the hidden staircase and the door had collgpsed under the weight of the crashing stone. The entire
darwdl was blocked with chunks of masonry and broken Stone. The children trapped down there never
hed a chance to escape.

Keene kicked a stone aside with the toe of her boot. The hdl ended by the stairsin a blank wall.
There was nowhere else to look.

She was about to go back when she noticed Tam's cat by her feet. The little cat's white fur was
bedraggled and dirty, and her whiskers were dusty, but the animad was too distracted to notice.
Something fascinated her aong the blank stone wal directly across from the stairs. She sniffed the stone
and poked at it with her paws, dl the while pacing back and forth with her tall swishing.

"Wha isit?" Kdeneinquired.

The cat made a puzzled sound. The rock has no smell. It is cold and gray like other. Just no
smell.

How odd, Keene thought, putting her hands on the wall. It did fed like the rest of the walls---cold,
damp, dirty---and yet there was something dightly strange about it. It didn't seem as dense? As textured?
The difference was s0 subtle she couldn't even describe it, and she certainly wouldn't have noticed it
without the cat.

Fascinated now, she began to examine the wall from celling to floor while the cat wound around her
legs and siffed a different sections of stone. There was cartainly nothing as obvious as the outline of a
door, a symbol on the wadl, a laich, or a lock. The only thing Kelene found were two smdl, fant
depressionsin the stones about shoulder height and perhaps an arm's length apart.



Kelene put a thumb in one of the depressions, spoke the Korg's spdl word, and pushed. Nothing
happened. She tried the other, and il nothing happened. The stone remained immovable and enigmétic.
Findly Kelene tried placing a thumb in each indentation and pushing at the same time.

Once again nothing seemed to change.

Then she happened to glance down and saw Tam's cat walk between her legs into the wdl and
disappear. Kelene was s0 dartled; she reached out to grab the cat, lost her baance, and fdl headlong
through the stone into total darkness.

She rumbled onto what fdt like another floor. The stone beneath her hands was as cold and dirty as
the hdlway, but she couldn't see it well enough to be sure. To her eyes, accustomed to the light of her
sphere, the space around her seemed densdy black. She froze in the darkness under a cold wash of fear.

What are you doing? meowed the cat from some place close by.

Kelene difled ayep of surprise and unclenched her hands from the floor. Warily she pushed hersdlf
up to agtting position. "What isthis place?" she whispered.

Room. Like others. The cat's tone sounded surprised at Kelene's reaction. Turn around and there
is doorway.

Kelene turned her head, and sure enough, just behind her was a rectangular opening outlined by the
fant light of her sphere that dangled just beyond the entrance. The odd thing was there was no physicd
door, only an open space looking out on the airs and the hdlway.

Thegirl quickly pulled her light into the room and increased its bright glow to shine on the room from
corner to corner. The chamber she had found was not a particularly large one, perhaps fifteen paces
deep and twenty long, but Kelene redized ingantly that it had been an important place.

Floor-to-calling shelves, tdl wooden cupboards, and detailed murds covered dl four wdls. A wide
worktable sat in the center of the floor. Everywhere Kelene looked, she saw bottles, vids smal boxes,
mortars and pestles, bowls, utensils, many odd tools, and things she could not identify. There had to be
something here they could use!

"Come here” she cdled excitedly. "I found another storeroom.” The men came hurrying & the
sound of her voice, but she was surprised when they stopped at the end of the hdlway and milled
around, looking perplexed.

"Kdene, where are you?' Rafnir called.

She hobbled to the door, a mere step or two away from him, and said, "I'm right herel” He started
like a spooked horse.

She stuck her head out the door, and to her amusement, dl four men legped backward. "The
entrance isright here," she informed them.

Morad stared at her, his eyes bugged out. "What entrance? All | can see is your head in a stone
wal!"

"Wdl, | can see the way from this sde" Kelene indsted. "Jugt put your thumbs in those little
depressions and push. Y ou can walk right through.”

However; the spdll would not work for them. One by one they tried it, but no one could go through



the entrance. It was the Korg who findly understood. "It's keyed to heders” he said hdf doud. "I didn't
know they used that, too."

Rafnir smacked his hand againgt the wall. "Used what, too?"' he asked irritably.

"Use sodls that could only be triggered by magic-widders with specific taents. Like heding.
Ohbvioudy Keene has that talent, so the doorway opened for her.”

Kelene fdt a strange flush of excitement warm her face. The truth was confirmed. Her empeathic
touch and her interest in heding were not coincidences but part of a greater tdent to hed with magic.
"Oh, Amara Thank you," she whispered. Smiling now, she said to the men, "Tam's cat is in here with
me How did she come through?"

"She mudt have stepped in as you tripped the entry pdl," the Korg replied.

Kelene abruptly stepped through the stone. "Then let's try it with dl of you," she sad in a brusque
tone. Putting her thumbsin the depressions, she repegted the old spdll. One after another the men ducked
under her arms and stepped into the storeroom.

The Korg made a grunt of satisfaction as Kelene followed the last man in. "No wonder they used a
door keyed to heders. This was probably ther pharmacy,” the old sorcerer explained. "The heders
prepared dl the medicines used in Moy Turn.”

"So there might be something here that could hep us"" Savaron said. He and the others spread o,
opening drawers and poking around shelves.

"Maybe" the Korg responded hestantly. "But mogt of those powders, herbs, and ails will be
worthless by now."

"Why would they need medicines?' Kelene asked from a corner where she was looking into a row
of large jugs. "Couldn't your heders hed everything with magic?'

The Korg sghed and leaned againg the table. "Of course not. The human body is too complicated,
too fragile to assal with heavy doses of magic. All a heder can do is influence the naturd heding
processes of the body. Look at those murds” He pointed to one on the wdl near Kelene's head.

Keene twisted around to look up a alife-gze panting of a human mde. At least she guessed it was
amade. Although the murd was faded and dusty, she recognized it as a detailed representation of the
bones and mgor muscles of the body. Her mouth dropped open.

"Heders sudied anaomy and physology for years, as wel as medicines and meagic." He chuckled
dryly. "You have to know what is broken before you try to fix it" A sharp and poignant memory
surfaced in Kelenes mind of her mother and the Khulinin horse heder looking hdplesdy at her smashed
ankle as they tried to work the broken pieces back together. Even though they had tried to be gentle, the
pain had been agonizing. Y es, Kelene decided, it would be very ussful to know what to do. She nodded
mutely and went back to her search, her expression thoughtful.

It wasn't long before Rafnir made the firgt discovery.

Behind the closed doors of atal wooden case he found a collection of rolled scrolls, tied with slk
cords, and two smdll lesther-bound manuscripts. Burding with hope, he carried the fragile writings to the
worktable and began to gently undo them. The Korg and Keene joined him, and the white cat hopped
up on the table to play with the cords.



"Look a this" sad Kelene. She was scanning the yelowed pages of one of the smdl books.
"Reciped | know this one. It's a cough syrup from wild cherry bark. Here's an adtringent made from
something called marigolds.”

"What's an agtringent?' Rafnir asked from behind an unrolled scrall.

"A kin wash to hep hed smdl wounds," she replied. "And here's a redtorative that looks very
interegting. | wish | knew more about herbs and medicines. I'll have to show this one to Mother." She
continued to turn the pages, yet her face dowly clouded over. "There is some vauable information here
and many things | don't recognize, but | don't see anything that specificdly mentions a plague or any
illness with the effects we have seen.”

Rafnir turned to the Korg. In spite of the chill in the room, the young warrior's face was swesting.
He had to wipe his forehead before he asked, "Did the healers have any other books or manuscripts?”

The sorcerer's reply was discouraging. "l remember they had a large collection that they kept in a
room upgtairs. | doubt the dan warriors made an effort to save them.”

Jug then, Savaron gave a ydl of ddight. "Hey! Didn't Piers have one of these?' He hdd up a
smooth red stone about the Sze of an eagle's egg.

Kelene nearly bowled him over in her rush to see what he had found. He carefully laid the stone in
her hand and stood aside to reved the place where he had found it. Kelené's fingers curled around the
precious stone. There, in along, shalow drawer Savaron had pulled from a cupboard, lay a wooden tray
negtly divided into seven sections. In each compartment lay a variety of polished stones of different szes
and colors. Kelene pulled the tray out of its drawer and reverently laid it on the table by-the scrolls.

She put the red stone back in its place and asked the Korg, "Do you know whet dl of these are
for?'

The sorcerer's brow wrinkled even more as he studied the collection. "I know they're hedling stones.
The hedlers used them to help treat specific problems. That red one you had was made to remove traces
of magic from a body. The hedlers made severd of those a the request of the dlan chigftains in case of
accidents or mdicious attacks. Anyone could use those, but | think the rest of the stones could only be
used by heders”

"Rers did have one of those red stones, but he never told me about any others. What do they do?'
Keene asked, dmos breathless with hope.

"Wdl," he said, pointing to some green stones, "those have a degping spell. These ydlow ones are
topaz used to help hed broken bones. Now these might be interesting.” He picked out severa opaque
golden stones that gleamed with dark tranducent streaks. They were about the Sze of a baby's fig and
polished to a hrilliant sheen. The Korg hed one up to his eye. "Lion's Eye" he chuckled lightly. "The
heders had to use this one to hdp Kelyra after a miscarriage. It breaks fevers.”

Kelené's chin came up, and her dark eyes bore into his yellow-brown ones. "Fevers. Are you sure?"

"Certan. It saved her life"
"Could it help Sayyed?'

Theflicker of humor died from his eyes, and his face became heavy and set. "Thet | cannot answer,
Keene. Itisfor you to find out.”



She plucked the golden stone from his hand and juggled it in her fingers. She was suddenly
frightened---afraid of the immense job of learning the heding craft and of the awesome respongbility of
trying to save lives. "l know so little about heding,” she murmured as if to hersdlf. "Will | be able to do
ay good?’

Savaron, Morad, and Rafnir were slent, watching her, but the old sorcerer drew himsdf straight and
stood before her like the councilor he had once been. "Y ou were born with a rare tdent to hed, Keene.
It is a tdent that requires compassion, desire, and courage. You have dl of those in ful measure,
cdanswoman. Don't |et alittle self-doubt stand in your way."

Her gaze snapped up to his face, to those ydlowish eyes that had seen so much, and she fdt her fear
recede enough so she could banish it to the back of her mind. Trained or not, she had the potentia to be
a heder and the tdent to use the heding stones. It was the best hope her party had found to fight the
wraith's deadly plague.

There was only one way to find out if she and the stones could be effective. She hdld the Lion's Eye
up to the light. "How do | usethis?' she asked the Korg.

A dow, satidfied amile creased his face. "Before you try anything, perhaps you should have one of
these" He reached into the tray, drew out a amdl package wrapped in soft leather, and lad it on the
table beside her.

Kelene untied the cord holding the package together. Her breath came out in a gasp of surprise as
the contents rolled glittering onto the tabletop. Savaron, Morad, and Rafnir crowded around her to see
the crystd diversthat sparkled like diamonds under the white light of the magic spheres.

Savaron was the fird to recognize them and his strong hands reached out to touch them. "Splinterd
Why are they here?' The others shifted and amiled a one another. The diamond splinters were the
traditiond emblem of a true magic-wielder.

"A hedler was dways present to insart them during the rites of completion,” the Korg informed them.
"But | am surprised you know of splinters snce none of you have one."

"My mother received one" Kelene said.

"Then you know what a splinter does." Rafnir replied, "It enhances a person's ability to control
megic."

"Can you insert them?' Savaron asked the Korg.
The sorcerer tipped his head toward the door. "Outsde.”

Kelene fdt her hands begin to tremble. Hurriedly, -she returned the stones to their tray, piled the
manuscripts and scrolls on top, and covered the whole thing with a cloth. Tray in hand, she led the way
from the room and down the hdl, the men and the cat close behind. They filed slently past the children's
bones and out the door into the tunnels.

Refnir, a the end of the line paused to rub his aching temples before he softly closed the door
behind him. Gods of dl, he fdt lousy. Sweat was running down his forehead and chest, and his strength
was draining away. He had to draw severd deep breaths before he could wak after the others up the
passage toward the exit. .

The sun hit them with its blinding light when the searchers dimbed from the sairwel into the ruined
temple. The day was wdl advanced, and the ruins sweltered in the afternoon’s indolent hest.



The Korg took Kelene's hand and led her to the steps of the temple, where he turned her to face the
aunin the western sky. He stretched out her arm, pdm up. "There is usudly more formdity than this™ he
apologized, "but 1 don't think your friend, Sayyed, has the time" While the clanspeople watched, he
retrieved a splinter from Kelene's tray and began to speak the words of the ancient rite.

Keenes trembling eased. A warm, dill peace infused her soul. Her nervousness and fear fluttered
once more and disappeared as the words of the rite filled her mind and the sgnificance of their meaning
findly put to rest the lagt of her rluctance. Her anger from the past rose in her mind and was cast away
aong with her indecison and insecurity about hersdf. She had taken the firg step with Demira when she
accepted at lagt her power to wield magic. Now she faced the Korg and embraced the full range of her
power with her entire heart and soul. She would be a hedler, the best she could be, and the knowledge
sang in her mind like alitany of joy.

Her face was radiant when the Korg finished the last prayer of the rite and lifted the diamond splinter
to the sun to absorb the heat and light of Amaras grace. The diver glowed between his fingers with a
pure white light. Then, the Korg pierced Kdene's right wrigt and did the splinter under the skin. There
was not a drop of blood spilled.

Pain shot through her am and the heeat from the diamond burned under her skin. The splinter
immediatdy began to pulse a reddish light to the pounding of her heart. Kelene stared down at it,
entranced. She could fed an invigorating sensation spread up her arm, to her head, and down into every
part of her body. It sang in her blood and filled her with an incredible sense of completeness. She lifted
her eyes to the Korg and amiled her understanding.

All & once, a huge dark shadow swept over them. The Korg ducked, and, with ydls of surprise,
Savaron and Morad drew ther swords. Rafnir's hand went to his hilt, too, but he was so weak by that
time that he Imply gave up and sat down on the stone steps. Only Kelene looked up at the sky and
grinned in triumphant delight.

A joyous neigh echoed in the temple ruins. | can flyl Demira trumpeted to the skies. She curved
around and swept overhead again, the wind thrumming through her magnificent, outstretched wings.

Themen stared up a her, their eyes bulging, their jaws dack. "Good godd™ Morad cried. "Look at
her!"

The filly glided down toward Kelene, drew in her wings and tried to land by the steps.
Unfortunately, she had not learned yet to coordinate two wings, four legs, and a heavy body. She came
intoo fadt, tripped over her legs, and nearly fdl on her nose.

Rustling her wings, Demira righted hersdf and shook off the dust. She snorted at Kelene.

Savaron's eyes went from the filly to Kelene and back again. Sometime in between he found his
voice. "So thisiswhat you and Rafnir have been up to.”

CHAPTER FIFTEEN



Kelene took severd minutes to explain to her brother, Morad, and the Korg exactly how Demira
hed been transformed. The men marveled at the filly's wings and ran ther hands increduloudy over the
stin smooth festhers.

"You did this?' the Korg exclamed. "Bitorn may be wrong. You are more resourceful than even |
thought.”

Savaron was obvioudy impressed, too. "She's fantaric!” he sad to hissigter. "You and Rafnir make
an unbegtable pair.” He looked around Demiras neck toward his friend. “Why didn't you tdl. . ." he
began. His voice broke off when he saw the Khulinin's face. "Rafnir!" he cried sharply. "What's wrong?"

Savaron's tone brought Kelene up short. She whirled, her heart in her rhroat, and saw Rafnir
dumped on the steps. His face was as red as histunic, and he was shivering in spite of the hest.

A cry of fear sprang from her lips. She hurried to his Sde and was horrified to fed the incredible fire
inhis skin. "Why didn't you say something?' she admonished, wiping his damp hair off his face.

He tried to grin at her and failed miserably. "I wanted to help. Besides. . . it did come over me rather
fagter than | expected.”

Savaron, hisfacefull of worry, knelt beside her. "Is it the plague?' When she nodded, he groaned.
"Areyou sure it's not a wound fever from hisarm or a heat fever?'

"It'sthe plague,” Rafnir answered for her. "My head fedslike aforge and my neck hurts”
"Carry him to the shade," Kelene ordered. "I'll need the Lion's Eye."

But Rafnir's hand clamped over her wrigt. "No. See to my father fird. He is nearer to death and will
need your strength to survive"

" don't want to leave you like this™ she protested, even though she knew his argument made sense.

Rafnir pulled himsdf up to look her right in the face. "You can and you will. Sayyed needs you
morel" He gasped, then fdl back into her arms, too weak to even St upright.

Kelene hestated for a long moment, torn by her love for Rafnir and her sense of duty to Sayyed.
Her love for Refnir, by the gods, how hard it hit her! The possihility of losng him brought the truth out
like a shining star. She did love him with an incredible yearning that burned her heart. How could she
leave im now, knowing she might be able to ease his suffering?

But as she looked at his anxious face, she knew through the midst of her turmail what she had to do.
"Savaron, please bring him to the shelter as quickly as you can. | will see what | can do for Sayyed,”

Rafnir's fingers tightened gratefully around her arm before fdling limp at his Sde. She rose hesitantly
to her feet. For dl of her brave tak and the new diamond splinter that glowed beneath her skin, Kelene
was very uncertain of her ability to work a cure for the deadly plague. She did not redly know how to
use the hedling stones or whether they would il be effective. A few of the spdls set in Moy Tura were
working, but Kelene had no assurances that the heding spdlls would work, or if they would be enough to
break the course of the disease. All she could do was try the stones and hope their magic would be
auffident.

Her jaw set, Kelene fetched the tray of stones and the manuscripts. With the Korg's hdp, she
scrambled up onto Demiras back between the furled wings. She tucked her legs around the upper wings
and held on as Demira broke into a trot toward thar shdlter by the warehouse.



"Thank you for coming now," Kelene said. Then she added wigtfully, "You looked so beautiful up in
the sky.”

It isincredible! Thefilly's thought was a song of delight. It took a long time to learn how to do it
right, but | remembered what you said about the geese, and it worked! | am getting stronger and
stronger.

Kelene patted the filly's shoulder. "If this heding stone works, do you think you will be strong
enough to fly to the Tir Samod?"

The Hunnuli did not answer a once. Her hooves were claitering loudly on the road, and her ears
were swiveled back to hear Kelene. She was dmogt to the shelter before she replied, | do not know. |
have only made a few flights around the plateau. Then she rustled her feathers and neighed. | would
like to try, though.

Her cdl brought the other Hunnuli from the shade of the old building where Sayyed lay. Kelene sent
Tibor, as wdl as Savaron's and Morad's gdlions, to help the men bring Rafnir back. Afer and Demira
followed her into the shelter.

They found the white cat had aready returned to her postion by Sayyed's head. She was curled
close to his neck, purring her reassurances softly in his ear.

Keene kneded besde Sayyed and lad the tray of stones on the ground before she could bring
hersdf to look at his face. The sght of his once-handsome fegtures made her blanch. The warrior was
unconscious, sprawled on his back on his rumpled golden cloak. Although he had not suffered from the
devagtating vomiting and diarrhea that had afflicted many plague victims, his hot skin was taut and yelow
as old parchment, his face and upper body were a mass of open sores, and his neck Was thickened with
the swdlings under his jaw, meking the breath rasp in his throat.

Methodicdly Kdene unwrapped the stones and picked out the golden Lion's Eye that was spelled
to fight fevers. She decided to attack this illness from saverd directions: fird the stone to ease Sayyed's
fever, then poultices for his sores, and a warm tea to fight dehydration and improve his strength. If that
didn't work. . . she would try every stone and medicind recipe in her tray until something brought Sayyed
back from histral to the grave. Then she would help Rafnir.

Did you find something? Afer's deep, masculine voice spoke in her mind. His menta voice was so
full of worry and sadness that a tremor shook Kelene's body.

O Amara Indl the hurry to find something to help the people, she had not thought of the Hunnuli. If
Sayyed died, would Afer leave to join him like Tam's horse? Would big, stolid Boreas follow her father
to the redm of the dead? And Tibor and Nara and Demira and every Hunnuli in the clans that was
attached to a human rider? Kelene redized she wasn't just trying to save her friends and family, but their
beloved Hunnuli as wll.

Instead of making her nervous, the thought strengthened her determination. Her hands steady, she
wiped Sayyed's forehead with a cloth. Since she did not know the proper way to use the Lion's Eye, she
decided to try Pierss method of placing the stone on the victim's head. The old hedler had shown her his
red heding stone many years ago, and she ill remembered the awe she had fdt when he used it to hep
ayoung girl hurt by a spell gone out of contral. .

Kelene lad the golden stone on Sayyed's forehead. She was about to withdraw her hand when a
thought occurred to her. The red stones were meant to work by themselves so anyone could use them,
but the Korg had told her the other stones could only be used by heders. Maybe she was supposed to



day in contact with it. She just hoped the stone did not require a pecific verbd command to dart the
el

With a pounding heart, Kelene placed her fingers on the stone and closed her eyes to concentrate.
Almog at once she fdt a heet radiaing from the diamond splinter in her wrigt, as the power flowed down
her hand into the Lion's Eye. But she noticed right away that the magic wasn't complete. Something was
missng from the spell.

Keeping the magic under control, Kelene tried to think what else she could do. There was obvioudy
another step in the process that triggered the spell, but what was it? She darted to shift closer to
Sayyed's body and bumped into his bare forearm, which lay on the cloak in the way of her knees.

Absently she grasped his hand to move his limb out of the way, and the magic in the stone flared
under her touch.

That's it, Kelene nodded. The heder not only had to be in direct contact with the stone, but the
patient as wdl. She clasped his hand tighter. Indantly she fdt as if a circle had become compl ete---she
and Sayyed and the stone had become united in the power of magic. She tried to sense his emotions, but
hismind was s0 deep in the pit of hisillness that she could only fed the most basic sensations of pain and
confuson and somewhere buried in the recesses of his innermogt being, a hard kernd of resistance to
desth.

A anmile flitted over her lips. Sayyed hadn't given up yet. Even in his desperate state, he was il
trying to struggle for life That would make her job alittle bit easier.

Keene turned her attention back to the Lion's Eye and the power in its core. She was pleased and
relieved when the character of the spel became clear in her mind. It was a strong, well-formed work of
sorcery that was dill potent after dl those years. Best of dl, the spdl was eesly initiated by the force of
the healer's willpower.

The clansvoman opened her eyes a dit and saw the splinter gleaming ruby-red under her skin and
the gold stone glowing under her fingers like a cod waiting for tinder. She took a deep breath, sad a
dlent prayer to Amara, and sent the power of her will deep into the Lion's Eye.

The dark gold stone reacted ingantly. It burst from a dim cod to a tiny brilliant star resing on
Sayyed's head. Its light bathed his face with a golden glow and illuminated the entire shelter. The white
cat sat motionlessinits brilliance, her fur ashining yellow and her eyes a pair of fiery jewels.

Kelene shut her eyes tightly againg the stone's blaze, while she sat very 4ill, kegping her fingers in
place. Although she did not see the golden light snk into Sayyed's skin, she fdt the spdl penetrate his
heed, its power radiaing into every cranny of his skull. The stone worked for along time before reveding
its effectiveness. It was so dow in fact, that Kelene took severd minutes to notice Sayyed's fever was
dedining.

Little by little the deadly beat dropped until it reached a more normd temperature that dried the
sweeat on Sayyed's face and returned his skin to a hedthier pink. At lagt the light in the golden stone faded
and went out. Kelene sensed Sayyed's return to consciousness and used her empathetic touch to ease
himinto a more restful deep. He was dill avery sick man, but his fever was under control and his body's
own hedling abilities could now work on destroying the rest of the disease.

There was awarm flagh of rdief from the warrior's mind, then he drifted away into contentment. The
white cat meowed softly and curled up to doze, her tail over her paws.



Thank you, Afer told Kelene. Sayyed degps. He will be well.

Kelene picked up the stone between her thumb and forefinger. In the low light of the shelter, the
Lion's Eye sat dull and shadowed on her pdm, as ordinary as any polished pebble. There was nothing to
indicate the priceless gift that lay within the stone's core. Sowly Kelene's fingers curled over the stone.
When Savaron, Morad, and the Korg carried Rafnir in afew minutes later, the radiant expresson on her
face was dl they needed to see to know the spdl had worked.

Savaron and Morad lad Rafnir next to his father on a pad of blankets. The Korg, a Kelenes
indructions, lit asmdl fire to boil water for tea and poultices.

Kelene brought the Lion's Eye to Rafnir. "Your father's fever broke. | think he is out of danger
now," she told him, knowing the good news would strengthen his own fight againg the disease.

Hisflashing smile came back, and his hand groped for hers. Their fingers interlocked in a tight clasp.

"l love you," he whispered. The depth and truth of his words were confirmed by such an enveloping
aura of delight, passion, and need tha Kelene gasped a the wondrousness of it. It was the same
incredible emotion she had fdt in the Korg's memories of Keyra, only this time it was for her. She
blinked, turned bright red, and began to grin---probably like an idiot, she thought, but she didn't care. He
loved her! And by the gods, she was not going to let him die!

She placed the golden stone on his forehead before he could say anything dse, then used her will to
begin the spell. The stone once again ignited to its incandescent glow, completing the circle of power
between itsdf, the hedler, and the patient. As the magic flooded Rafnir's body, Kelene projected her own
fedings for him into his mind. She fet hiswecoming ddight like the life-giving warmth of the sun.

Since Rafnir was not as Sck as Sayyed, this time the heding went fagter. In just a short time the
ydlow light faded back into the stone and the spdll was complete.

Rafnir sghed once; his dark eyes sparkled with aglint of his old humor. "Not bad for a beginner,” he
sad huskily. He tried to St up, but Kelene pushed him back to his blankets.

"Don't even try it. You're not wel yet. You need rest!" She picked up the Lion's Eye from where it
hed fdlen, put it back with the other stones, and started to stand.

Grabbing her arm, Rafnir pulled her down admost on top of him, and kissed her long and deep with
dl the love he fdt in his heart. When he let her go, he was astonished to see tearsin her eyes.

"You're going, aren't you?' he asked.

She nodded, saying, "l have to. Thisiswhy we came, why we gave Demirawings. If! don't go now,
my father will die” She removed four splinters from the tray and laid them in his hand. Then, unpinning
the Watcher, she fastened it to histunic. "Keep it and you will know when | reach the gathering.”

He lifted his hand to cup her chin. "Be safe" he said forcefully. "You and | have just started.” He
wiped the wetness from her cheeks.

The men watched slently while Kelene packed the heding stones and the scrolls in an empty leather
bag and gathered a smdl pack of food for hersdf and Demira They made no comment when she
brewed tea from angdica and comfrey, made the poultice, and told them how to care for Sayyed and
Refnir.

"Don't let ether of them ride until they're strong enough,” she warned Savaron and Morad. "They



could suffer arelgpse if they try too soon.”

Savaron looked proudly down at hislittle Sster and saw that her difficult years of girlhood had come
to an end. Kelene had matured at last to a sdfless, confident, capable woman who was about to, literdly,
spread her wings and fly. "Will Demira be able to carry you so fa?' he asked quietly.

"l don't know. If not," Kelene patted thefilly Standing beside her "she il has four legs”
" wish you weren't going by yoursef."

"Therés no other way."

"I know, but Bitorn is dill out there, and it's along way to the gathering,” Savaron said.

Keene understood his concern and loved him for it. Big brothers were supposed to worry about
thair sgters. "'If we can dip out of the city without the wraith seeing us, we should be able to keep ahead
of him," she replied. Then another thought occurred to her, and she frowned. "But what about dl of you?
How will you get out?'

"l will help with that," the Korg spoke. The old sorcerer was leaning againgt a far wall, his face lost
in shadow. "I should be &ble to distract Bitorn long enough for dl of you to get off the plateau.”

Keene turned in surprise. "What do you mean? Aren't you coming to the Tir Samod?"
"No." His sad reply surprised them dl.

Keene stepped toward him to better see his face. "But why not?' she demanded, her voice riang.
"We need you. We need your power. Thereis so much you could do to help, so many things you could
tdl us. How can the magic-widders fight the wraith without you?"

"You have survived this long without me. You and your mother and your father will find a way to
destroy Bitorn."

"But thisisridiculoud" Kelene cried. "You have been done for so long. How can you bear to be left
done agan?'

The Korg closed his eyes, and his body trembled with along Sgh. He came dowly forward from the
shadows, his face worn and very tired. He put his hands on Kelene's ams. "You don't see me as | redly
am, do you---you who are so srong and full of determination? You think of me as the ferocious lion |
pretended to be. W, you're wrong, Kelene. | am avery old man. | doubt | could tolerate the long ride
back to the Tir Samod.”

"You're not old. You look bardly forty years,” she ingsted, her eyes huge againg her pae face as
she watched the Korg.

"I may seem to be forty-one, which was my age when Moy Tura fdl, but that's only because my
body's physicad appearance was preserved within the stone of my shape-changing spell. In redity | am
two hundred sxty-five" His mouth twitched with a dry chuckle. "I fed every year of it. Without my stone
form to protect me, | will age and die, probably within ayear or two."

"Wdl, why don't you change back into a stone lion?" Savaron suggested.

"No!" the Korg responded. "I have finished with that! | want to live out what's left of my life and die
as | should have two centuries ago.”



"But you don't need to be done™ Keene interrupted sadly. "There are people out there who would
welcome you and venerate the wisdom you can bring.”

The Korg shook his head dmost desperately. "Kdene, | cannot leave here. May Tura is my home.
It susains me”

"You would rather stay here among these old ruins than come back to the dans?' The sorcerer
stopped in front of her again and said quietly, "See Moy Tura through my eyes. Whatever ese these ruins
are, they are the foundations of a beautiful city. | ill have my power, and now, thanks to dl of you, |
have my memories and my perspective back. The stone lion is dead, but this city needn't be. Perhaps |
will try to rebuild part of itinthetime | have left.”

Keene took a deep breath and let her anger drain away. She didn't understand his refusal to leave,
but the old man had chosen his path the night Moy Tura died, and he had a right to follow his choice.
"Maybe | will come back, if | can," she said, unhgppily resigned. "I would like to see the heders herb
room agan."

He bowed his head graiefully. "It will be there for you."

Kelene stepped away from him, picked up the lesther bag with the stones, and looked around &t the
men watching her: her big, handsome brother; Morad dill suffering from Tomian's death; Sayyed adeep
on his blankets; the old Korg; and last of dl Rafnir, who had stolen her heart without even trying. At that
moment she loved them dl and could not accept the thought that she might not see them again. Her throat
tightened; her eyes sparkled with unshed tears.

"Be careful," Savaron said. "without you there islittle hope.”
She nodded. "Come as soon as you can. Evenif | can stop the plague, there is dill Bitorn.”
"WEell be there" Morad promised.

Kelene gripped her bag and hurried out before she logt control of the tears that threstened again to
sl down her cheeks. Demira, Savaron, Morad, and the Korg followed her outside.

The early evening sky was warm with the yellow-orange light of the fading day, and a gentle breeze
blew from the west. The three Hunnuli waiting by the entrance bowed their heads to Kelene as she came
outdoors.

Tibor extended his head. Sayyed and Rafnir live, he snorted, his breath warming her face. We
cannot thank you enough.

"Bring them safely back to the gathering, and that will be my thanks" Keene told the gdlions. Then
she tUrned and faced her filly.

Demiranuzzied her arm. | am ready to go.

Keene rubbed her hand down thefilly's neck and was about to mount when Savaron took the bag
from her hand and offered his knee to help her up. Thankfully she accepted and settled hersdf on the
horse's back between the great black and gray wings. "Can you lift off from the square? Is there enough
room there?' she asked thefilly.

Demirds tone was agpologetic. My wings are not strong enough yet. | need to get a good
running start.



"S0 we have to get out onto the plateau to give you enough room?"

That would be helpful. | dipped out of the city's northern gate several times to practice where
the wraith could not see me. There isa good place to take off on the western side of the plateau.

"Then well find the wraith and distract him at the southern gate to give you a head dart,” Savaron
told Kelene. "Wait for our Sgnd.” He handed her the bag, and his hand gripped her knee in farewdl.
Nether of them could say anything €lse, though their hearts were full.

Kelene forced a amile, ruffled her brother's hair---which she knew he hated---and urged Demira
into awalk away from the shelter and toward the old road. They Ieft without a backward glance, hearing
only the clatter of the Hunnuli's hooves as Savaron, Morad, and the Korg rode south to find Bitorn.

The young woman clenched her teeth. She lifted her chin to its stubbornest tilt and turned her
thoughts to the job at hand: getting Demira airborne.

Thefilly broke into a trot that took them onto the main road, toward the gate in the northern wall of
the city. Kelene hadn't been in this section of Moy Tura, and she watched waily as they passed by
dleys streets, and buildingsin no better condition than the rest of the ruined city. Gordak's warriors and
the dements had |eft nothing unscathed.

When they neared the high city walls, Demira dowed to a wak and stopped in the shadow of a
roofless tower. The northern gate was identicd in workmanship to the southern gate, with a high arched
entrance through the thick walls and two towers to ether sde. Unlike the other entrance, though, this one
dill had one of its heavy doors hanging on one side of the archway.

Since they had not seen the wraith ingde the city, some of the old wards mug ill be working at dl
the gates, Kelene decided. She wondered if he had tried to enter any of the others.

Demira cautioudy stepped up to the entrance, and she and Kelene peered around the gate. The old
road stretched out before them like a spear into the blue-gold haze of dusk. There was no sgn of anyone
or anything, just the two crouching stone lions that stood guard at the roadside. Thefilly rolled her eyes a
the statues and pulled back behind the door. She and Kelene looked to the southern skyline for
Savaron's sgnd.

They didn't have long to wait. Before the sun dropped noticegbly lower, a blue firebdl rose on the
digant horizon and exploded in a blast of blue sparks. Demira charged out the gate onto the road. Her
pace quickened to a fast canter over the hard, levedl ground. She Ieft the road and angled to the west
toward the nearest edge of the highland.

Kelene glanced back toward Moy Tura, surprised by the regret she fdt a leaving. She had once
thought the old dity was nothing more than mournful, useless rock, but she had seen it come to life in the
Korg's memory, she had found some of its treasures, and she had left a good friend behind. Her mention
to the Korg that she might one day come back solidified in her mind as a vow. There was gill much the
old aty had to offer to anyone with the desire to explore itsruins.

She turned her thoughts back to the present and looked ahead. She saw they were running directly
toward the fiery orange sun that was settling like a brand on the horizon. The light was so bright she could
not see the edge of the tableland, though she knew it had to be close.

"Whereisthe road on this Sde of the plateau?" Kelene queried, squinting into the sun.

Not here exactly. But this is the best place for me, Demira responded. There was a twinge of



humor in her thought that should have alerced Kelene, but at that moment thefilly sped into a gdlop.

Kelene automaicaly leaned forward and adjusted her seet to the change in Demirds pace. As the
horse's neck rose and fdl in rhythm with her galloping legs, her head blocked the sun from Kelene's eyes.
All a once Kelene saw the rim of the plateau not more than ten paces ahead. There was no road there,
no dope, and no gradud drop to the grasdands below. To Kelene's horror, the plateau came to an
abrupt end in a sheer diff that fdl suddenly down hundreds of feet to the highland's rocky Iap.

The clanswoman sat up in a panic; her mouth dropped open. "Wait! You can't go over that!"
Hang on! Demira warned.

Kelene stared at the edge rushing toward them. She ducked down, hanging on with sted fingers to
the filly's mane. The sorceress fdt the Hunnuli gather hersdf. The long wings lifted dightly, and the horse's
powerful hind legs bunched undernesth her weight. Kelene looked down in time to see Demira tuck up
her front legs, and with amighty leap, launch hersdf over therim of the plateau.

Keenes somach lurched upward. She took one look at the empty ar and the ground far below and
screwed her eyes shut. Her cry of fright was torn away by the wind.

Suddenly she fdt Demiras muscles move beneath her legs and heard a loud rustling sound and a soft
thump. One eye peeked open to see the long, black wings stretched out beside her and the hard, stony
earth flowing beneath them in a brown and green patterned sea.

Kedenes eyes flew open wide. Ddighted and 4ill alittle frightened, she leaned sdeways and peered
over the edge of Demiras wings.

The filly fdtered. St ill, please! Demira begged. | am not very good at this yet, and your
weight will throw me off balance.

Kelene hadtily obeyed, damping her backside firmly to the center of Demiras back. She contented
hersdlf with watching the gentle rise and fal of the Hunnuli's wings, how they tilted to meet the flow of the
ar, and how the feethers adjusted to each gusty breeze. The filly was usng her wings to glide on the last
of the day's rigng arr currents, and Kelene redized that Demira was copying the graceful, efficent flight of

an exgle.

Joy whispered in Kelene's heart. She watched wordlesdy as Demira curved southward dong the
edge of the towering plateau. The sun dropped below the brim of the plains, casting long shadows on the
world below. Kelene saw the old road curving like a dry snakeskin up the southern side of the plateau.
Far away at the farthest edge of vighility, dmost logt in the coming night, she saw the dark hump of Moy
Tura

Keenelifted her hand and threw afigful of dazzling blue energy into the twilight sky.

Outside the crumbling wal of Moy Turas southern gate, Savaron saw the flare of blue on the
horizon and recognized it for what it was. He breathed a slent prayer of thanks. Ther ruse had
worked---K elene was gone. With the help of Demira's wings, Kelene and thefilly should get enough of a
head start so even if the wraith redlized they were gone, he would not be able to catch up with them.

Now dl Savaron and his companions had to do was break off the Korg's confrontation with Bitorn
and make a convinang retreat back within the safety of the wals.

"Let us pas3” the Korg was belowing to Bitorn. The old sorcerer had seen Kelene's sgnd, too,
and to make sure the wraith did not turn around and notice it, he fired a blast of energy a the priest's



glowing form.

Bitorn laughed as he sidestepped the scorching power. "Y oure weak, old man. What's the trouble?
Mortdity catching you a last? Die soon so | can take every spark of your life-force and make it my
own!"

"Youll never have the pleasure, Bitorn,” the Korg responded fiercdly.

The gpparition rose in height to tower over the old sorcerer. Behind the ruddy figure, a huge,
semicircular wall of flames appeared.

Savaron indinctively flinched. The fire was so redigtic; he couldn't tdl if it was red or illuson. But it
didn't matter; they were not going to stay to find out. The Khulinin chopped his hand downward in a
prearranged sgnd. Together, he and Morad charged ther horses forward to the Korg's sde and
surrounded themsdaves with a magic defense shield.

"Come on!" Savaron ydled. "We can't get out this way!" Ignoring the Korg's loud, and assumed,
protests, both men grabbed his arms and dragged him back toward the gate.

Bitorn roared with derisve laughter. He strode after the retreating magic-wielders, but though he
tried to force apart their shield, he could not break through the magic.

The three men and the two Hunnuli scrambled past the corpse of the dead horse and into the safety
of the archway two steps ahead of Bitorn.

The wraith raised hisfig. He was about to curse the sorcerers when he hesitated in mid-motion. The
imprecations died on hislips. He paused, slhouetted againg the lurid flames, his head turned to the south.
An odd look crossed his harsh features, then he snapped his attention back to the men in the dim
archway. His fierce gaze seemed to probe into each, as if seeking an answer to some dlent question.
Without another word, the wraith banished his fire. He stepped back into the gathering darkness and
strode out of the men's Sght.

Morad let out a gusty sgh of relief. He was breathing heavily and drenched in sweat. "Thank the
gods, that's over."

Savaron scratched his jaw, his face worried. "Bitorn certainly left in a hurry. Do you suppose he
suspects something?”

"WEell know soon enough,” the Korg answered dryly. "Bitorn is so full of hate and pride, hell let us
know if he finds out what we've done.”

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The fird light of Amaras sun had barely lit the eastern horizon when Savaron and the other men



awoke. A long deep had worked wonders for Sayyed, and he lay on his bed dert, hungry, and full of
questions.

While Morad fixed a med for everyone and Rafnir told his father what had been happening,
Savaron decided to go to the south gate and check on the wraith. Bitorn's strange behavior the evening
before ill bothered the young warrior. He wanted to be certain the dead priest was ill outsde the
wdls.

The Korg offered to go with him, so the two men mounted Savaron's Hunnuli for the ride to the
southern gate. They had gone no more than hadfway through the city when they heard a bellowed
summons that shook the old ruins.

"Sorcererd” Bitorn's voice blasted the air. "Come forth, hereticsl Show me your craven faces"

Savaron's gdlion needed no urging. He bounded forward at a canter dong the road. Savaron and
the Korg fdt their apprehension rise as Bitorn continued to cal. He was dill shouting outside the wadls
when the gdlion did to a stop in the gateway.

The wraith was ganding near Tam's dead Hunnuli, his form bxilliant with red rage, his face livid.
"One of your number isgone!” he roared a the two magic-wielders. "l sense her presence is missing, and
| saw tracks at the north gate. Where is she?!

"She was drad of the plague” Savaron growled in return. "She fled on her own ingtead of following
Ls"

"Not that one! She is strong. She would give her life for you pitiful people. | believe she is returning
to the gathering.” Bitorn stooped and laid his hand on the dead Hunnuli. At his command the corpse lifted
its head. The horse had been lying in the sun for saverd days. Hies swarmed around it, and the stench of
its rotting flesh gagged the two men, but it dowly staggered to its feet. It stood by the wraith, its head
henging from its long, sunken neck.

"l am leaving you for now," the wraith hissed a the men. "You are free to stay here and die or come
to the gathering to meet your doom. One way or another, | will find you when | am ready.” He mounted
the decaying Hunnuli and turned it south. It broke into a gallop down the old road.

"No, wait!" Savaron ydled. He leaned forward to send his Hunnuli chasing after the wraith, but the
Korg's hand closed over his shoulder and pulled him back.

"Let m go. You cant fight im aone” "But Kelene---"
"Isleagues away. Bitorn will not catch her now," the Korg said.
“Then why is he leaving us? What did he mean ‘when | am ready'?" Savaron asked worriedly.

"It iswhat | feared: he is returning to the gathering and his tomb. He wants to rguvenate his body
before Kelene finds away to stop the dying.”

"Why didn't he do that before?!

"I think he took a chance," the Korg replied. "Remember, Bitorn has to be in the vidnity of a dying
person in order to sted the life-force at death. When your party left the gathering, he hadn't stored
enough energy to return to his body. He was forced to decide: should he stay at the gethering among the
dying and regain his srength at the risk of dlowing you to succeed in your mission, or should he follow
you and destroy your party done somewhere on the plains. Knowing Bitorn, the fact that you were dl



megic-wielders certainly swayed his mind. He could have killed you and your friends, sustained himsdf
on your life-force, and returned to the gathering to accomplish his ultimete god." The Korg paused and
gmiled ironically. "However, together you proved too strong for him. Now he has redlized he made a
mistake. He will certainly waste no more time returning to the gethering.”

Savaron shrugged, hdf in frugtration, haf in anger. "Then what can we do?" he demanded.

"Nurse your friends back to hedth and go back to the Tir Samod as fagt as you can. Kelene will
need your help."

* * % % %

Far to the south of Moy Turas highland, Kelene and Demira were continuing ther flight across the
Ramtharin Plans. They had traveled for hours the night before until Demira was too tired to safdy
continue. After a brief rest inthe lee of atdl hill, they had gone doft again a sunrise.

On Demirds back, Kelene watched thefilly dowly flap her wings to lift higher to another ar current.
The horse tilted her long, black feathers ever so dightly, then glided on the warm, rigng air. Kelene
sudied the filly's movements with delight. Demira had learned a greet dedl about the characteristics of her
unusud wings and about her newfound rdaionship with the air. She flev now with an increesing grace
and confidence.

Kelene relaxed on Demiras back and patted the filly's neck. She and Rafnir had been right about
the advantages of flying above the terrain ingtead of struggling over it. Hying was considerably easier, and
the land more beautiful. Kelene had tried to imagine what her world would look like from a bird's view,
but she hadn't even come close to the truth. The plains spread benesth her in an endlesdy changing
panorama of patterns, colors, and shapes. Ordinary objects took on new redity when seen from highin
the air. Trees became green spheres; eroded creek beds became serpentine trails, wildflowers, shrubs,
and grasses became ddicate patches of color that blended and swirled. Best of dl were the dappled
cloud shadows that soared across the land with slent, gentle grace.

Kelene was so entranced by the world below she did not notice the passage of time or Demirds
increasingly labored breathing. They had reached the eastern dopes of the Himachas and had turned
south when Demirafindly cdled for a rest. She spiraed down to the ground, landing heavily, and stood
wearily while Kelene dismounted.

I am sorry. | just cannot fly very well yet, Demira apologized.

The womean laughed softly and took the Hunnuli's muzzein her hands. "Don't gpologize for that! Do
you know how far weve come? We have dready passed Tomian's mound and the Citadd of Krath.
We're somewhere near the Defile of Tor Wrath and the ISn River. My beautiful horse, be proud of
yoursdf!"

Demira nickered, a sound of gratitude and pleasure, and after a drink from a smdl creek, she and
Kedene waked until her wings were rested. They traveled the rest of the day, flying as long as Demira
could safely stay in the air, walking or trotting when she was tired, and stopping only for water. They
passed Ab-Chakan and followed the ISn River south toward Dangari Treld.

When night came Demira and Kelene both were exhausted. Neither of them had traveled so hard in



their lives and the effort had expended amost everything they had. They ate some food and dept where
they were on the bank of the ISn River.

They rose before the sun, cantering south in the early dawn light until the plains were bright with day
and afar breeze was blowing. Demira turned into the wind, increased her gait to a gdlop, spread her
huge wings, and soared into the morning. She was 4iff from her exertion the day before, but deep had
refreshed her and the cool wind from the north helped lift her waight into the sky.

Kelene was quiet and subdued. She tilted her face to the Sun and prayed. Two days had passed
since Lord Athlone had fdlen ill. If his sickness ran the normd course of other plague victims, he had
perhaps one or two days left. Kelene knew she and Demira had one more full day of travel before they
could reach the Tir Samod. Any mishaps or bad weather could be disastrous. They had to arive a the
gathering in one day, or they could be too late to save the Khulinin chieftain.

Late in the afternoon when the hot ar currents were rigng from the plains and the clouds were
beginning to hillow into the sky, Kelene spotted something in the distance near the river. She pointed it
out to the Hunnuli, and Demiradowly glided down for a closer 1ook.

"Oh, no," Kelene breathed. The dark blobs on the ground became more didtinct and recognizable:
five dan summer tents set up in a haphazard cluster under the thin shade of some cottonwood trees.
Strangdly, there seemed to be no animas and no people. There were only the tents stting aone. Kelene
hesitated. She was badly torn by the choice that had suddenly been thrugt at her. Should she ignore this
group and push on to the gathering and her father, or stop to check for any plague victims and use up
vaugble time?

Her heder's indincts guided her decision, and she told Demira to land. Ever so carefully the filly
dropped down, trotted a few steps, and came to a stop by the edge of the litle camp. Severa death
birds flapped heavily out from between the tents and settled into the trees to wait.

Kelene rductantly did off Demira, her bag in her hand. "Helo, camp!” she ydled, but no one
answered. The tents remained ominoudy slent while thair fdt walls twitched in the wind.

Kelene studied the place before she moved. There was no outward Sgn of trouble---no tracks of
marauders, no arrow-riddled bodies or burned tents. There was only a blackened fire pit, an empty
bucket, two carts, some saddles on the ground, and a broken hdter hanging from one of the tent poles.
But there were no animds and no people in Sght.

It took dl of Kelene's willpower to step away from Demira and wak to the nearest tent. The heavy
reek of decay surrounded her the moment she reached the entrance. Covering her nose and mouth with
the hem of her tunic, she peered through the open tent flgp and saw two bodies lying on the pdlets. The
people had been dead for days and were so disfigured by decomposition and the teeth of scavengers that
Keene could not tdl what they had looked like. Only a blue cloak hanging on a tent pole identified them
as Dangari.

Kelene blinked her eyes and ducked out of the tent. Her skin was dammy in spite of the hest, and
her head fdt dizzy. She made hersdlf go to the next tent and the next, in the hope of finding someone 4ill
dive But she was too late. She counted ten adults and three children dead in the hot, dusty tents. She
amog tripped over one man lying sprawled in the dirt between one tent and the river, an empty
waterskin in his outflung hand. He had died very recently, for his skin was ill intact enough for Kelene to
see the open red marks of plague boils on his arms and face.

When she was through examining the camp, she leaned againg Demira and buried her face in the
filly's mane. She inhded the warm smdl of horse to try to rid her nose of the stench of death.



"They'redl dead,” she murmured into Demiras neck. "They mugt have tried to flee the gathering and
brought the plague with them." There was nothing more she dared take the time or strength to do---their
dan would have to come later and bury them. She mounted Demira, and the Hunnuli galloped away from
the little camp.

The carrion birds waited only until the horse and rider were out of Sght before settling back to their
medl.

Through the long hours that followed, Kelene hung on to Demira and prayed for srength. She knew
from her previous glimpses in the Watcher that the Dangari tents were probably a forewarning of what
she would find at the gathering. The memory of the bodies by the councl tent and the fact that her
parents were in their own tent, rather than in the grove, were indications that the clans could no longer
dedl with the number of victims

The thought of the dead and dying led her into another probability that she hadn't considered yet: the
numbers of sick and living. She had the first red hope of a cure in her bag, but she was the only one a
that moment who could use it, and the idea that she would have to treat hundreds of sck people done
was enough to gart her shaking. There had to be afew heders dill dive and a few more magic-wieders
with the talent to hed. Maybe even Gabria.

Kelene rubbed Demiras sweaty neck, as much to encourage the filly as to comfort hersdf. All she
hed to worry about now was carrying the stones to the gathering. Once she was there, Gabria would
know what to do. With her mother's help, Kelene knew she could handle whatever she had to face.

But only if Lord Athlone were dive. Kelene knew her parents well enough to know that they lived
for each other. If her father died. . . Kelene did not want to imagine beyond that possibility.

The afternoon wore on, hot, dusty, and breezy as Kelene and Demira worked their way south
toward the Tir Samod. They were <0 tired that each step became harder than the next and each flight
became shorter. By the time early evening crept onto the plains, the littlefilly was exhausted.

"We're dmog there," Kelene reassured her. "I see the hillsthat border the river valey.”

Demira didn't answer. She pushed into a trot to the crest of atdl hill overlooking the valey of the
In and Goldrine rivers and paused a the top. She and her rider looked down into the broad, green
valey sretching away into a blue haze.

Kelene saw the smoke before she saw the gathering place downriver. Dark columns rose in thick,
curling strands' through the trees before the light winds bent the plumes over and sent them drifting south.
The fumes were too dense and ydlowish to be wood smoke and too concentrated to be a grass fire or
an attack on the camps. The priests must ill be burning incense to drive away the plague. Kelene took
thet as apogtive Sgn.

Demira pricked up her ears. Her heed lifted allittle, and she snorted asif gathering hersdf for the last
chdlenge. We have a good wind behind us. | think | can fly the rest of the way.

The clansvoman scratched the filly's shoulder where the white lightning mark gleamed gold in the
light of the setting sun. ™Y our dam and sre will be proud of you," she whispered in Demirds black ear.

The Hunnuli turned back to face the wind and cantered down the dope of the hill. Without the wind
and the aid of the smooth indine, Kelene doubted the struggling filly would have made it into the air. Asiit
was, she was barely able to stay above the height of the trees when she winged dowly down the length of
thevaley.



Before long the land benesth them began to look more and more familiar. Kelene saw scattered
herds of stock animds and horses peacefully grazing, apparently undisturbed by the devadtation of ther
human masters. She saw the faint trall of the Induran race winding from the eastern hills and across the
valey to theriver. Then, Demiraflew over the old empty Corin ground and the firg of the dan camps.

Her heart in her throat, Kelene looked for sgns of life

Among the crowded tents of the Murjik dan, she saw a few people moving. Some cooking fires
were burning and, thank the gods, she even saw the glittering hedmet of a mounted guard on duty. The
Murjik, at least, were managing ther plight.

She heard a shout from the camp, and dogs started to bark, but she ignored the noise to watch
Demiraswing away from the river and begin a dow descent toward the edge of the Khulinin camp. The
evening light had dwindled into twilight, and Kelene could make out some scattered torches and cooking
fires twinkling in the camp. She chose not to look toward the council grove and its sick tents,
concentrating instead on finding the big chieftain's tent near the center of her cdlan. The coundl tent and its
sck would have to wait until she had found Gabria and Athlone.

She was s0 busy peering through the gathering dusk for the gold banner on her father's lodging that
she didn't see the danger that came running out from between the tents.

But Demira did. She neighed franticdly and veered sSdeways as a spear flew by her legs The
sudden movement threw the filly off balance, and she struggled to right hersdf before her aching wings
log dl control. Kelene fought to hold her place and stay as il as possible so she wouldn't throw Demira
off even further.

From the corner of her eye, she saw a clan warrior on the ground below running after the winged
horse. He stopped, raised a bow, and took am. "No!" she screamed. "It's me, Kelene! Don't shoot!™

She was reaching into her mind for the words to a shidding gl when a large, black horse came
hurtling past the dark tents and ddliberatdly dammed into the warrior, knocking him to the dirt. His bow
flaw wildly out of his hands. Demira neighed again and to Kelene's everlagting ddight, the filly was
answered by her dam, Nara.

Sowly, panfully, Demira brought her bulk down from the sky to an open space not far from the
prostrate warrior. She landed heavily, then staggered from exhaudtion. It took the last of her strength to
pull hersdf upright, but she forced her legs back under control and tucked her wingsinto place. For just a
moment Demira and Kelene were dill, too relieved and grateful for their safe arrivd to dir. Kelene put
her arms around the horse's neck and hugged her fiercdy.

Nara came up then, nickering, and snorting. Demira, what have you done? the old mare
demanded.

"She has come dl the way from Moy Turain just over two days," Keene said proudly, diding off
Demirds back.

Jugt then a hand grabbed Keenes am and she was yanked around to face a frowning
gray-bearded warrior and the polished edge of his unsheathed sword. The dlanswoman grinned wesarily
a him, and his eyes widened.

"Kdene! By Surgart's shield, | thought you were one of Krath's minions, or another wraith coming
to finish us off," the warrior cried. "What are you doing here? Where are the others? And---" he waved a
wild hand at thefilly "whet is that?"



Kelene was so glad to be back, to hear another living voice and to see a friendly, if shocked, face
she hugged him, too.

"Secen, you remember Demira, Naras fod. Rafnir and | and the mother goddess gave her the gift of
flight so we could bring help back to the dans”

The warrior, aretired member of Lord Athlon€e's hearthguard, was used to the miraculous workings
of sorcery, but a winged horse stole his breath away. He could only gape in awe at the horse who had
traveled over two hundred leaguesin two days. It took a minute for the rest of Kelene's words to snk in.
When he redlized what she had said, he sucked in his breath. "You found a cure in the ruind™ without
waiting for detalls, he hustled her into the camp.

Kelene waved to Demira, knowing she would be cared for by Nara, and hurried to keep up with
Secen.

"I've been keegping watch and doing two turns a day as outrider because so many of the warriors are
gck or dead,” Secen told her as he strode dong. "Lord Athlone has worked like a dave halding the clans
together, caming those who wanted to flee, organizing food and water, keeping everybody busy. | don't
think we'd have made it this long without him. But he wore himsdf out and took sick three nights ago. |
hope to dl the gods that you can save him!"

The warrior was hurrying so fast he broke into a jog dong the worn trail. A few guards and some
people out by ther cooking fires heard the jangle of his weapons and looked over to see why Secen was
hurrying. They recognized Keene, and immediatdy the news began to spread through the Khulinin that
the chieftain's daughter was back from Moy Tura

Kelene hung on to her lesther bag and hobbled as fast as she could after Secen. The thing that
gruck her the mogt while she waked was the pdl of slence hanging over the camp. Usudly the dan
would be budling by this time of the evening when the outriders changed duties, the women cooked
around ther fires, the families ate under their awnings, and the children played before nightfdl. But that
evening Keene saw no more than twenty or thirty people among the tents, and those few were haggard
and grim. There was no 9nging or music, laughter or loud talk. The only sound Kelene heard was the
walling of a grieving woman.

Smoke and the amdl of degth lingered in the air. Everywhere Kelene looked, she noticed amulets
and dried herbs hanging from tent poles to drive away the plague. Just ahead of Secen, Kelene saw two
men carrying a wrapped body from a tent and fasten the tent flgp behind them with red cords-the Sgn
that an entire family had died. She was shocked to see a least ten more dwdlings tied with red just on
the way to the chieftain's home. She didn't want to imagine how many more red cords there were in the
Khulinin.

Her tired legs were aching by the time Secen led her into the wide space before her parents tent.
Thewarrior stopped and pointed to the unlighted tent, where the gold banner flapped sadly in the dusky

light.

"No one but Lady Gabria has been able to get past Eurus for two days now. The only way we
know our lord is4ill diveis by that big black yonder.”

Kelene peered into the shadows where her father's Hunnuli was standing under the awning and
breathed a prayer of thanks. She heard Secen say, "My blessings on you, lass. I'll go see to your filly.”
with that the warrior ssamped away.

She limped toward the tent, her mouth dry. Suddenly Eurus was beside her, offering his strong



shoulder to help support her weight. Kelene was startled by the change in the big Hunnuli. His coat was
rough under her hands and she fdt the hard outline of his bones. He said nothing to her as he escorted
her to the tent, but she sensed hisrdief and hope like an embrace.

The tent flgp was open, so she patted the gdlion and stepped indde. It took her eyes some time to
adjust to the gloom so she could see the interior. Her father mugt dill be dive because she could hear his
hoarse, wheezing sruggle to breathe, yet there was no Sgn of her mother.

Kelene found a smdl lamp on her mother's table, lit it with a coa from the hot brazier, and looked
toward the deeping area. Her hand went to her mouth. Lord Athlone was lying on his pallet, loosdy
covered with athin blanket. Even though Keene had known what to expect, her father's condition was a
shock. He was unconscious, drenched with sweat, and dmos unrecognizeble under the poultices
wrapped around his swollen neck.

Then she saw her mother. Gabria was lying beside her husband, her eyes closed and her hand
resing on his chest. Euruss thin condition had surprised Kelene, but Gabria's appearance wrenched a
cry from her. Her mother was pade and haggard. Her far face had sunk into deep shadowed hollows,
and her normdly lithe form was as thin as a tent pole. Keene sumbled forward, afrad that Gabria was
sck, too.

Her mother raised her head and blinked Sespily in the unexpected ligit.

"Kdene" The glad cry was the sweetest sound the young dlanswoman had ever heard. She fdl to
her knees and fdt her mother's arms go around her in a very hedthy embrace.

"I knew you were coming!" Gabria cried joyfully. "I saw you in a dream on a great black bird."
Between laughter and tears, Kelene hugged her tightly and told her about Demira

Gabria was too astonished to do more than shake her head at Kelene's description of the winged
filly. "Y ou have had adventures tofill atale" the sorceress said. Then thelight died from her face and she
brushed afinger over Lord Athlones ill face. "But did you find what we hoped for?'

Kelene replied by pulling the tray of stones and manuscripts from her bag and unwrapping them
before Gabrias wide eyes. Gabria recognized the red heding stone immediatdy, and she grew very il
when she saw the smdl bundle of sparkling splinters. Slently she turned over Kelene's wrist and saw the
fant ruby glow of the crystd under the skin, exactly like her own. Her chin trembling, she looked into her
daughter's face and saw everything she hoped to see.

Kelene picked out one of the three Lion's Eye stones. “These have been spdled to fight fevers” she
explained. Taking her father's hand in her own, she gently laid the stone on his head. The hrilliant golden
light burst from the stone at her touch.

Gabria watched, hardly daring to breathe. When the light died out and the angry flush faded from
Athlonéds skin, she dried hisface and covered him with a dry, warm blanket before she would dlow the
fird red ray of hope to gleam in her mind.

Keene tucked the stone back into the tray. "We had to test these on Sayyed and Rafnir," she said
quietly. "They were Hill dive when | |€ft. | told Savaron to treat ther sweling with poultices and ther
weakness and dehydration with tea."

Gabria bardy nodded, her words overcome by bittersveet fedings of sadness, rdief, and
happiness. She examined the stones in their compartments and picked up the manuscripts to look through
the pages.



"Thereis one recipe near the end for a restorative that might be good. | thought you should see it,”
Keene said.

Gabria thoughtfully read the lig of ingredients. Interested, she set about preparing the infuson in a
pot of hot water on her brazier. The aroma of mint and other herbs filled the tent like a bresth of soring
ar. As soon as the liquid was ready, Gabria mixed in honey and wine, poured the results into three cups,
and handed oneto Kelene.

"This looks like an excdlent combination. Try it." She swalowed hers in severd gulps and went to
feed the contents of the third cup to Athlone.

Kelene graefully drank hers to the dregs. The tart liquid warmed her dl the way down to her
somach and spread invigoraing energy to dl parts of her body. The soreness in her legs and ankle
disappeared, her strength returned, and her weariness was gone.

By the time she had finished, her father, with fresh poultices on his plague sores, was degping, and
her mother was donning a clean tunic and gathering more herbs. "Tdl me how the scones work," Gabria
urged.

Kelene amiled. She could see Gabria was returning to her old sdf now tha her husband was better
and her daughter was home. The daunting task of heding every sick person in the dans did not seem to
worry her. Hope had given her aful messure of determingtion and new energy, which Kelene knew, she

was very capable of putting to good use.

Kelene explained about the Lion's Eye stones while Gabria listened intently. The older sorceress
frowned, deep in thought. "I doubt | can help you with the stones. | do not bdieve | have a tdent like
yours. My ill in heding islimited to herbs and bandages.” She gathered her bundles. "Come. Well start
inthe counal tent."

Kelene picked up her tray of stones and followed her mother outside, where the night had settled to
ful darkness. Gabria paused long enough to reassure Eurus and leave him a huge armload of fodder, then
she led Kelene down the paths coward the council grove.

"Perhaps | ought to warn you," Gabria said over her shoulder, "this pegtilence has devastated our
people. We could not keep up with it, let donetry to fleeit. It has taken dl of our strength and resources
just to survive. The council grove has. . . changed.”

"| saw allittle of that in the Watcher." Kelene paused before she asked the question that had been
preying on her mind sSnce she had arrived at the camp. "Is Lymira gone?'

Gabria nodded without looking around. "And Coren and Gehlyn and Wer-tain Rganir and Lord
Koshyn and---" Her voice caught and she bardly finished. "Too many to name.”

The two women said nothing more, only walked a little faster to the edge of the camp, not noticing
the scattered Khulinin people among the tents who saw them and called out. At the border of the camp,
aheavily armed warrior stepped into their path and held out his hand.

"Lady Gabria, we haven't seen you or Lord Athlone in-—--" Then he saw Kelene and his eyes
widened.

Gabria touched hisarm. "Lord Athloneis ill sick, but we think he will live, if he is dlowed to rest.”
The gmile that spread across the man's face was o brilliant Gabria responded with a amile of her own.
"Now we dl have work to do. | need you to find the Priestess Camra. Go with her, search the dan, and



make a lig of dl the Sck here in the camp. Kelene and | will bein the council grove, but well be back as
So0N as we can to treat the plague victims."

With a whoop the warrior dashed away to seek out the clan's priestess of Amara, and Gabria and
Kelene continued to the grove.

The grove of trees by the river was not hard to see in the darkness, for it was surrounded by a chain
of fires that stretched in a great hdf circle from one riverbank to the other. Priests in red and black robes
were tending the fires and pouring jars of incense on the flames to keep the pungent ydlow smoke risng
to the sky. In the night, the fires cast a ghestly glow on the rows and rows of tents thet filled the grove
and on the few people who moved dowly through the dancing shadows.

Kelene couldnt difle a shudder. The scene looked like something from a hideous nightmare or
Vdorian's tde of Gormoth. And worse than the view was the stench. The breeze had died to a mere
breath; the smoke, the odors of sickness, and the stink of death layover the area like a noxious fog.

Gabria entered the grove and strode to the big council tent without a Sdeways glance, but Keene
dowed down to stare at the areain dismay. The grove was a shambles of trash, fouled clothes, and filthy
blankets. Debris from trees cut down to feed the fires littered the trampled grass. Tents, large and amdl,
hed been pitched everywhere with no thought to organization. Worst of dl was the pitiful pile of bodies
heaped near the coundl tent. This was far worse than sheld expected from the tiny images in the
Watcher. She gritted her teeth and forced hersdf to keep moving through the wreckage of the plague.

She saw her mother disappear into the counal tent and hurried to catch up. The tent's interior was
much the same as Kelene remembered from the jewel. It was 4ill crowded with the sick and dying and
with people trying to help---only the faces of the patients and the caretakers had changed.

There was one caretaker in particular that caught Kelene's attention.  She had to stare at him for a
long minute before she recognized the Reidhar chief, Lord Fiergan. He, too, had changed in the past
days, having lost weight and much of his bluster. He was bent over a pdlet, carefully hdping a woman
drink some water, when he glanced up and saw Kelene. To his credit, he did not startle or drop the cup
or shout in surprise. He laid the woman's head down, patted her arm, and came to meet the young
sorceress.

Gabria was taking to three very tired-looking heders, so Kelene hed on to her leather bag and
bowed palitdly to Lord Fergan.

He did not dither, but went sraight to the point. "Y ou found something in Moy Tura?'

Kelene indicated her bag, not sure what to expect from the burly chief, who hated sorcery and had
been againg the journey to Moy Tura "We found some hedling stones. They are not an ingant cure, but
there are some that break fevers”

Fergan shot a glance at the woman he had left and back to Kelene. She was startled by the look of
hope and rdief in his dark, heavy-browed eyes. "I know there are others you must help fird, but when
you have time, will you see to my wife?'

Kelene nodded, too surprised to speak. Lord Fergan had asked her---a woman, a magic-wielder,
and a Khulinin---to hep? She noticed her mother was dill talking to the hedlers, and she made a quick
decison. She had to start somewhere, and Lord Fiergan's wife was as good a patient as any. Besides, if
the lady was recovering, Lord Fiergan might be more indlined to turn some of his energy and authority to
hdping organize the shambles in the council grove.



"Comeon,” she sad, leading Fiergan back to the palet. His wife been sick for only a day and was
dill coherent enough to understand Kelene when she took the stones from the bag and carefully
described what would happen. She stared hopefully up at her husband who indicated to Kelene to
proceed.

By the time the golden light of the Lion's Eye had faded back into the stone, there was a crowd of
people standing around the palet waiching Kelene; the entire tent was dlent. The sorceress picked up
her stone. “She can rest now, Lord Fergan.”

"Thank you,” said the Reidhar chief with genuine gratitude.

"Lord Fergan," sad Gabria, who had seen the whole inddent and understood her daughter's
reason. "Thereis ayoung manin your camp named Alanar. Is he dill dive?’

Fergan hesitated while he tried to think. "Yes" hefindly growled. "He was yesterday."
"Good. Then please bring him here”

The chief bristled a Gabrias tone. Alanar, a magic-widlder, had left his dan againg the chieftain's
orders and studied sorcery with Gabria. When he returned to Reidhar Treld to try to talk some sense into
Lord Fergan, the chief had dl but exiled him from the clan. "Why?' demanded Fiergan.

"l believe he might have a talent to hed like Kelene. With so few magic-wielders and heders left, we
shdl need dl the help we can get,” Gabria replied evenly.

Fergan fdt hiswifes fingers dip into his hand, and his old resentments retreated a step. He redized
this was no time to renew his animogty toward sorcery. "I'll get im mysdf," he agreed and stalked from
the tent.

By the time Fiergan returned with Alanar, Kelene was taking her stones from one plague vicim to
the next, garting with two sck heders and working her way around the tent. As soon as Alanar arrived,
ghe handed him a second Lion's Eye.

The young Reidhar gripped the stone in hislong hands like a lifdine, but Kelene was pleased to see
there was no fear or hesitation in his eyes. He kndt down with her beside a tdl Ferganan girl bardly out
of childhood. Swesat matted the girl's long hair, and plague sores disfigured her fair face.

Kelene gently mopped the girl's skin. "Place the stone on her forehead,” she told Alanar. He
followed her directions exactly as she explained the rest of the spdll. To Kelené's rdief, the stone flared
under his touch. As soon as the golden light faded and the girl was resting more comfortably, Alanar's
round, serious face broke into a grin of ddight.

They set to work in earnest then. With Gabria beside them working tirdesdy to organize hep and
make tea and medicines, Kelene and Alanar moved methodicaly from tent to tent in the council grove,
tresting anyone who was sick.

As Kelene had hoped, Lord Fiergan marched himsdf into the effort. He found every chieftan who
dill lived and aerted them to what was happening. In just a few short hours, the rest of the surviving
magic-widders had come to help, and one older woman from the Wyifling dan surprised everyone by
reveding a tent to hed. She joined Kelene and Alanar with the lagt Lion's Eye and cdmly settled into
the routine asif she had known dl dong she would be a heder.

Before long, the word that help had arrived spread; people came clamoring to the magic-wielders to
come to ther camps fird. The Stuation could have gotten out of hand, but Lord Fiergan found warriors



to escort the amdl party of heders and organized the hedthy clanspeople into groups to find the most
serioudy ll victims for fagter treatment.

Midnight came and went with few naticing it was late night. There was too much to do, too many
Sck to treat, too many living who fdt the first dirrings of hope in days. The camps came dive with activity
as people came from every corner and cranny. Some passed on information, some started cooking fires
and heated food, and some furnished wine and honey for Gabrias tonic. Many others just watched in a
welter of emotions while the clans crawled dowly back to life

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

Rafnir looked up at the three men watching him and grinned triumphantly. "Kelene and Demira made
it," he said, pinning the Watcher to histunic. "They're a the gathering.”

Sayyed dapped hisknee. "That's it, then. We're leaving. Kelene is a the Tir Samod, and the wraith
isright behind her. We can't wait any longer.”

Rafnir opened his mouth to protest, then shut it again. He and Savaron had been arguing with
Sayyed for two days to keep himin bed and resting. Thar indstence had worked for a while, but no
longer. Although Sayyed was dill wesk, he was able to ride. Nothing was going to keep him from
returning to the gathering. Rafnir glanced a Savaron and shrugged. Sayyed was dready on his fedt,
dressing and packing his gear. The white cat sat patiently by his bedroll. There was nothing Rafnir could
do but get ready for the journey.

While the Korg packed food for them, the three men collected their belongings and ate a quick
breakfast. When they were prepared to leave, Sayyed clasped the Korg's hand in thanks and climbed
dowly onto Afer's back.

"Are you sure you won't come with us?' Rafnir asked the old sorcerer one last time.

The Korg bowed his head. "Thereis little | could do to help. | will be here if you decide to come
back."

"Come back?' Morad snorted. "l never want to see this pile of rocks again!”

The men waved good-bye and rode rapidly through the ruins toward the southern gate. Morning sun
from a perfect summer sky streamed on their backs, but the men paid no atention to the beauty of the
day. All they saw was the road ahead and the open archway leading from the city. The four horsemen
charged out the gate and gdloped away from Moy Tura asif dl the fury of Gormoth were at their hedls.

* %k %k % %



Kelene, Alanar, and the Wyifling woman, Pena, finished with the patientsin the council grove shortly
after sunrise. They were about to move into the camps when there was a tir on the sacred idand in the
rivers and a group of priests came wading through the rapids to the grove.

A worn, thin, and weary priest came dowly up to Kelene and Gabria and bowed before them,
leening on his gaff for support. The priests behind hm were slent, but the clanspeople watching
murmured in surprise. Ordan, the holy one, had never before accorded obvious respect to
magic-wieders.

Kelene and Gabria were taken aback and quickly returned his bow.

"I won't keep you for long,” Priest Ordan said in his dry voice. "There is much to do and we have
come to share in the work. But | mugt ask you something." He spoke to Kelene.

"We have seen strange visons in the smoke and fdt the wrath of our god. Lord Sorh is angry, and
we do not know why. Did you learn of something that could have caused this plague?!

Kelene arched an eyebrow in a gesture so like her father's that Gabria had to smother a amile. "Do
you know the name Bitorn?' she countered.

Ordan visbly paled. His eydids lifted, and he draightened dowly. "We are aware of the name" he
sad warily.

"It was he who lay in the mound we opened. It was he who followed us dl the way to Moy Turato
stop us from finding the help we so desperately needed. He is growing stronger, Priest Ordan, and I'm
afrad he's coming back."

Ordan couldn't have known dl the details about Bitorn's imprisonment and his powers as a wraith,
but he obvioudy knew enough to understand their danger for he asked, "How long do we have?'

"A day, seven days, I'm not sure. The Korg said he would keep him there for as long as he could.”
Gabria nearly choked. "The Korg?"

Kelene amiled. "The legends were right, Mother. He was a shapeshifter and avery sad, old man. He
and Bitorn were sworn enemies.”

"Gods abovel" Gabria exclamed.

Ordan made no further comment about the wraith. He only said, "We shdl have to tak of this later.”
Then he and the remaining priests and priestesses rolled up the deeves of their robes and joined the
work.

By late afternoon Kelene and her two companions had attended to the worst cases in the deven
camps. Bone-tired, they stopped long enough to deep and eat, and by nightfdl they were again vidting
the dans to treat the remaining sick. Although some of the sicker patients died before they could be
helped, and some succumbed in spite of the stones magic, the old spells proved to be reiably effectud.
A few new cases of the plague appeared around the camps, but not in the previous uncontrollgble
numbers. Sowly and surdy the plague was losing its grip on the clans.

Adtivity in the dan camps began to reflect the new hope. Everywhere people were taking stock of
the devastation and working hard to bring the clans back to order. One of the fird and most disressing



problems the living had to face was the vast numbers of the dead.

"We gave up burning and burying the bodies when we ran out of people to do the work," Lord Sha
Tgan told Kelene that afternoon while she aided the sick in the Jehanan camp. "Sorh knows how many
people have actudly died. Weve burned them and buried them and piled them in the meadow and left
themin thair tents. Some crawled away to die, and afew even threw themsdvesin the river.”

Kelene looked darmed. She hadn't had time to think about anything other then the sick, and now
she redized the clans had to get busy on something ese very important. "The bodies should be removed
immediatdy!" Kelene told the chief.

"Rerstold me along time ago that bodies I€ft to rot can cause more diseases.”

That threat so horrified the Jehanan chief he wasted no time forming grave parties to find, identify,
and remove every corpse in the gathering. The leaders of the clans went from tent to tent, taking names
and counting those who had died.

When night came most of the camps were cleared, and the meadow where the funerd pyres had
burned was filled with wrapped bodies. While most of the people went to ther beds for the firs good
night's deep in days, the priests began the dismd task of compiling the sobering talies.

At noon the next day the surviving clanspeople gathered in the meadow to make their find farewdls
to the dead. Overhead, the sun beat down on the meadow and on the heads of the mourners. It glinted
on the spears and polished mall of the honor guard from each dan and gleamed on the colored banners.
Its bright beams streamed into the huge pit that lay at the clans fegt, filling it with warmth and light for the
vay lagt time.

The pit had been a joint effort of every dan. Excavated with magic and dug with shovels, knives,
and even bare hands, it represented the lagt effort made for dl the fathers, mothers, sons, and daughters
that had died. In its cavity were the ashes from previous funerd pyres and on top of that lay the dead,
wrapped in their blankets or cloaks like so many colorful cords of wood.

All that remained was to bless the mass grave and fill it in. Before the priests began their chants,
however, Ordan dimbed to the top of the big pile of excavated earth and raised his hands to the crowd.
"We have finished counting the grievous toll of our losses" he said in a voice that filled the meadow. "Of
our dan chieftains, Lords Morbiar, Kashyn, Maxin, Dormar, and Gerrand have died. The heders and
the magic-wielders who worked so hard to help our people logt hdf of their numbers---ten heders and
fifteen magic-widders.

A sad, angry slence filled the meadow as the dreadful lig went on. Ordan read the numbers of
vigting merchants who had died, of the clangpeople who had secretly fled and were missing, and of the
members of each dan that had succumbed to the dreadful pestilence. When he was through, the tota
rang like a clap of thunder in ther ears. Over three thousand warriors, sorcerers, midwives, heders,
mothers, children, priests, herdsmen, weavers, elders, people of every age and rank were gone.

And for what reason?

That question pounded in the mind of every person who watched Priest Ordan lift his arms high and
begin the songs for the dead. The dally give-and-take of life and death, the constant competition between
Amara and Sorh, was something every clansperson accepted. Life on the plains was never easy, but its
risks had a certain familiarity. Wars, westher, accidents, age, and common illness were d| faced and
taken for granted.



But this plague was an unknown, unseen adversary that had struck three thousand people while the
dans had stood by and helplesdy watched.

Three thousand! Almost as many as killed in the Corin massacre, the war with Lord Medb, and the
last twenty years combined. Not since the fdl of Moy Tura had so many people died dl a once, and
even in that horrible daughter there had been a visble enemy widding very red swords.

A dow rage began to kindle in the grieving survivors. The dying had stopped, thanks to the
magic-wielders, and life was returning to some semblance of normdity. But the anger ran deep, and the
clanspeople wanted to drike out & someone, or something, for dl the pain and loss and despair they had
suffered.

Lord Athlone understood that reaction wel. He had logt his youngest son, his daughter, two very
dear friends, and more kin and dangfolk than he cared to think about. Still weak and bardly upright, he
climbed the mound to stand beside Priest Ordan.

The white-haired priest bowed low in respect to the Khulinin lord. "Between the two of us, we
unleashed a great wrong on our people,” Ordan said very quiely.

Athlone, hisface and neck giff with heding sores, returned the bow and replied, "Then together we
mug put it right.”

They stood sde by side, the priest and the sorcerer, and faced thar people. Loudly, and hiding
nothing, Athlone and Ordan gave the clangpeople an enemy to blame. They told the gathered cans
everything about the sedled burid mound and its undead occupant, how he had been released, and how
the plague had sprung from his crudty.

Jug as they were finidhing thelr speech, Athlone saw a large shadow pass over the heads of the
people, and he smiled. She was right on time.

Someone shouted and everyone looked up to see a black Hunnuli wing gracefully over the meadow.
Voices burgt out in surprised cries and fingers pointed. No one had seen Demira since her arivd two
days before. Rumors of her dtered appearance had run rife through the gathering, but this was the firs
time everyone had been able to observe her.

Shouting and pushing for a better 0ok, the people stared as Demira glided down and made an easy
landing at the foot of the dirt mound. Only then did the crowd notice Kelene on the filly's back.

Two nights and days of rest had worked wonders on the filly. Her coat was shining, and her wings
gleamed in the sunlight. Well aware of the effect she was having on the crowd, she arched her ebony
neck proudly and lifted her wingsin a gentle curve for dl to see.

Kelene sat quietly. As soon as the crowd had camed alittle, she urged the Hunnuli to dimb hafway
up the mound of dirt. From that vantage point, Kelene took up where her father had left off. She
described the journey to Moy Tura and the attacks of the wrath. She spoke of the Korg, the heding
gones, and Demiras wings. And last of dl she warned of the dead priest's history, his power, and his
terrible danger.

Thetdling was long, but the clanspeople were so enrgptured by the story they did not seem to mind
the hest, the flies or the passage of time. As Athlone had hoped, the presence of Demira gave added
credence to Kelene's story, and his daughter's firm, serious voice, a voice so many people had heard and
come to trugt lately, brought the truth home more effectively than anything he could have said or done.



"l wanted to tdl you dl of this today,” Kedene finished, "so you would know the ful story of this
disaster that tole so many lives. It ismy bdief that the wraith will be returning to finish what he began. He
is obsessed with destroying every magic-wielder in the clans, he does not care who has to die to achieve
that end. His pedtilence killed magic-widlders, yes, but it struck mercilesdy into our people, destroying
everyone it touched. Thisis not just a problem for magic-wielders to solve, itisacrigsfor dl of us”

Lord Athlone looked out over the crowd and saw by the darkening expressions that the warning
hed not been logt. Satisfied, he, Ordan, Kelene, and Demira withdrew from their places and began the
find burid.

The clangpeople were pendve while they piled the earth back over the grave and shaped it into an
oblong mound. The Plague Mound, as it was dways cdled thereafter, was crowned with a ring of spears
and seeded with wildflowers to make afitting tribute to the dead. Afterward the clangpeople returned to
their many tasks, but what they had heard at the burid stuck in their thoughts and stoked their anger like
a hat wind. Everywhere, in dl deven clans, people were taking of little but the wraith and his return.
There was no mention of leaving the gathering, only of vengeance.

Later that evening, while the dans settled down for the night, Gabria and Keene dowly waked
through the counal grove on their way back to the Khulinin camp. Kelene was so weary her crippled
foot would bardly hold her weight, and she had to lean on her mother's arm. Never had Kelene worked
50 hard for such along time and never had she expended so much strength widding magic. The days of
druggling to save the clanspeople had paid off, but the effort had left her totaly drained. When Gabria
findly indsted that she go home to deep, Kelene had to agree.

Graefully, she leaned on her mother's support and drew a long breath of the evening air. The fires
and the smoke of the burning incense were gone, the stench of the coundil grove had virtudly disspated,
and a fresh breeze blew from the west. The ar smdled of familiar things again: dust, animds, dry grass,
the rivers. It was a combination Kelene savored as never before.

She was dill enjoying the breeze when she fdt her mother diffen. Kelene stopped. "What isit?" she
asked.

Gabriawas frowning. "I don't know. | fdt something odd.”
“Like what?"

"I'm not sure. This happened when you and the others left for May Tura | fdt a lightening, as if a
dread had left me. But thistime. . . a feding of dread has come back. It's very vague, but," she sad,
shivering, "l fed so cold.”

"Could it be the presence of the wraith?"

"Maybe" Gabria looked around at the gathering shadows. "No one has reported seeing him, but
that doesn't mean he haan't returned.”

Kelene groaned. "I hope your feding is something else.”

"I know. The dans are hardly ready to fight him. Perhaps | am only tired from today's burid. 1 findly
had a chance to say good-bye to Coren and Lymira"

Kedene's grip tightened around her mother's arm. The day had been traumatic for both her parents
and hersdf. Maybe tomorrow---after a good night's deep---they would dl fed stronger. Then, Kelene
decided, she would take Demira on a few flights to see if she could find any dgn of the wraith or



Sayyed's party. She had a sense that Gabrias feding of dread was more than exhausted grief.

* %k %k % %

"Father™ Kelene's excited voice floated over the coundil grove, catching everyone's atention. Lord
Athlone and the men with him watched in wonder while Demira and her rider circled over the grove and
dropped down for alanding outside the trees.

Lord Athlone ill could not quite believe what his daughter had wrought, or the new cloak of
meaturity she wore with such aplomb. He watched in ill-conceded pride as she did off her horse and
came limping into the grove.

"I found them,”" she cdled eagerly even before she acknowledged the priests and chieftains with her
father. "They're about a day's ride away!" Only then did she remember her manners and properly greet
Lord Athlone's companions.

They were a worn, tired-looking group, yet the changes in the grove about them were evidence of
the changes that had been taking place dl over the gathering. It had only been one day snce the mass
burid, but in that time the tents, trash, and debris had been cleared away and burned, and the remaining
sck were recuperating in their camps or in the council tent.

Kelene bardy finished her gredtings to the chieftains and turned back to her father. "Sayyed and
Rafnir are dmogt recovered. They left Moy Tura two days ago." She was amiling, dill warm from the
pleasure of seeing Rafnir and the others. She and Demira had been making reconnaissance flights al day
to look for the wraith, missng clanspeople, or Sayyed's party. She had found the men late that afternoon
cantering south dong the 1Sn River.

"Thereis some bad news, though,”" she continued. " Savaron told me Bitorn Ieft the city sx days ago.
He may be here dready.”

Lord Terod paed. The young chief of Clan Amnok was ill weak from his bout of the plague and
he wanted no part of any more trouble. "Wel, we haven't seen him," he declared. "And we have beaten
his plague. He's not coming back here.”

Kelene shook her head forcefully. "Bitorn followed us dl the way to Moy Tura just because we
were magic-wielders and were looking for ways to stop his plague. His hatred is fandicd. He will be
back if only to reddlam his body." She snapped her fingers. "That was something Sayyed suggested,
Father. Take Bitorn's body out of the mound and find away to destroy it. A few people are dill dying, so
the wraith may be able to sted enough life-force to return to his body."

"Remove the corpse?’ Terod interrupted again. "What if we go in there and bring out the disease dl
over agan?'

"There is a chance of tha," Athlone agreed, "but this time we have the heders stones to fight it.
Killing Bitorn is worth any risk."

Lord Fiergan shook his head in disgust, whether a Terod or at the prospect of entering the mound
agan Keene didn't know. "Il go with you," he said. "I want to see the end of that gorthling spawn once
and for dl."



Kelene turned her head so the Reidhar chief would not see her grin. She didn't know of any time in
her life that Lord Fiergan had willingly volunteered to help her father with anything.

"I will go, too," said Priest Ordan. The venerable priest glanced at Lord Athlone, then transferred his
gaze out past the trees to the far meadow where the burid mound lay. His eyes were trandfixed on some
image only he could see; his voice was low and angry. "It took a plague to prove to me that we need
each other, and now | see that we will have to use that cooperation in fighting the wraith, or we are the
ones who will be destroyed.”

Even Lord Fergan did not argue with that statement.

Although Lord Athlone was ready to go that afternoon, the day was too advanced to-warrant a
journey to the box canyon. It would have been night by the time the party entered the mound, and no one
was willing to risk fadng the wraith in the black confines of his burid chamber. Athlone didnt mind
putting off the trip until the next day. He was not completdly recovered from the debilitating fever, and he
wanted to be rested and strong when he began his offensve againg the killer of his children and his clan.

Asit turned out, it was just after noon by the time the party of chieftains, priests, and warriors were
able to leave. Athlone, Fiergan, and Sha Tgan brought several hearthguard warriors each, and Ordan
came with two assistants, an incense burner, and ajar of quicklime.

Kelene decided to ride with them, since she had not gone the last time. They rode from the gathering
heading due east, found the faint Induran trail, and followed it into the hills where they soon rode between
the towering walls of the narrow defile.

Demira had to tuck her wings very close to her sides to pass through the tighter sections of the rock
faces. Looking ahead, Kelene recognized the widening passage into the end of the blind canyon where
the mound lay, and an involuntary shudder ran down her back. She wished Rafnir were beside her with
hishumor and his steady courage to keep her company. She hafexpected to see Bitorn standing by his
grave ready to welcome them, but the mound and the box canyon were empty.

The party of riders hated in atight cluster by the mound and sat Saring at it, hdf afraid to dismount.
The grave looked much the same.as it had tha day so long ago when the young dansmen came to
restore the dirt. Its earthen wals looked innocuous, there was nothing in the shape or composdition of the
mound to warn againg its deadly contents.

The men rductantly dismounted, bracing themsdlves to face an unpleasant task. Kelene stayed on
her horse. She was very cold in spite of the sun's warmith, and the hairs began to rise on the back of her
neck. There was nothing that she could see to cause her fear, and yet she suddenly wished she had not
come. Trembling, she watched Lord Athlone and the others wak around to the other end of the mound
to the entrance.

"I thought they were going to close and rebury the door," she heard Sha Tgan say. Nervousness
meade his voice loud enough for Kelene to hear him clearly.

"They ssid they did," Athlone replied.

Kelene could not see the men or the entrance from where she was stting on Demira; she could only
hear their voices grow muffled and some thuds and a grinding noise from the doorway. There was the
sound of footsteps, a crash, and slence.

Keene drained upward on the filly's back, every sense taut with tenson. "Father?' she cdled
worriedly.



Almog at once Lord Athlone came bolting around the side of the mound, the other men fast on his
heds. His face was white under the heding sores, and his expression was atwist of fear and fury.

"The body's gone™ he shouted to Kelene. "The wraith was dready here. Go back to the gathering.
Warn your mother.”

Demiraturned on her heds at his last words and galoped out of the canyon into the defile. Kelene
dung tightly to her back, letting the filly find her own way over the rocky, uneven ground. She didn't hear
the pounding of Demiras hooves echoing around her or see the high rock wals and the drip of blue
overhead. All Kelene heard over and over in her mind was Athlongs warning, "The wrath was adready
herel" All she could see in her mind was an imege of Bitorn gloating over her mother's dead body.

The thudding echo of hoofbests died away, the light increased, and Kelene looked up to see the
mouth of the canyon. Demira sped forward dong the trail and up onto the nearest open hill. At the crest
she spread her wings and plunged into space. Like a black storm cloud she flew across the vdley toward
the Tir Samod.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The camps were in plan view when Kelene saw columns of smoke risng from the edge of the
Khulinin camp. It was not the ydlowish smoke of incense this time, but the blacker, more scattered
plumes of smoke from burning tents. The wraith was aready there. The outlying camps hadn't noticed the
trouble yet, for the people she could see in the Amnok camp below were going unhurriedly about their
busness.

But that changed an indant |ater.

The specid blaring cal chosen by the chiefsin case of the wraith's return soared out over the camps,
echoed a second later by another frantic horn blast for help from the Khulinin guards across the rivers.

The gathering burdt into action. From her vantage point above the valey, Kelene saw people from
dl the other camps swarm toward the Khulinin tents. Sunlight glinted on weapons of every description,
and an angry rumble rose on the ar from hundreds of voices. The enemy had come a last, and the rage
and grief that had been festering in the dan survivors came to a bailing head.

Kdene's heart was thudding, and her somach lurched into her throat as Demira dropped agan
toward her clan's camp.

Where were Gabria and the other magic-wielders?

She saw the wraith first---or what had been the wraith. Now the spirit was returned to his body,
and the power of the life-force he had stolen from dying clanspeople had rgjuvenated his physicd form to
its previous hedth and vitdity. His body was solid and muscular; his dark red robes swirled about his
legs He looked like any morta man waking through the camp.



But Kelene would have recognized Bitorn anywhere. His upper body leaned into his furious stride,
and his long, black hair tossed like a gdlion's mane around his crue, arrogant face. Only the red
phosphorescent light was gone, replaced by' the light of aflaming torch he held in one hand. He thrugt the
torch at every tent he passed, leaving a path of flames, smoke, and screaming people in his wake. In his
other hand was a long, black gaff of Sorh's priests, which he widded againg the warriors who were

trying to stop him.

So far, there had been no organized effort to attack Bitorn. Kelene could see many of the Khulinin
warriors were beng distracted by the fires, and the other clans had not yet reached the priest. He was
moving directly toward the center of the camp, where the chieftain's tent stood in its large open circle.

Did Bitorn know about her mother and father, Kelene wondered, or had his choice of camps been
random? Somehow she doubted the attack on the heart of the Khulinin camp was coincidence. It was
too determined, too ddliberate.

Jugt then, she saw her mother ride Nara out from behind the big tent and canter the mare forward to
meet the priest. They came together at the edge of the open space and stopped, the undead priest facing
the sorceress. Kelene couldn't hear what they said to each other. It hardly mattered, though, for the
conversation abruptly ended in an exploson of blue energy. Gabria had lost no time launching her own
attack.

The priest threw back his head and laughed at blast after blast of magic that exploded againg his
body.

Many other clanspeople had arrived by that time, and they gathered in ever increesng numbers
around the center of the camp, Saring at the priest in horrified awe. Two more magic-wielders, Alanar
and another young man, ran to Gabria and joined thair attack to hers. And 4ill the priest did nothing but
laugh his scorn.

So far Bitorn had not seen Kelene, and she took advantage of his digtraction to unsheathe her amdl
dagger. Forcing her mind to relax, she formed a transformation pell and used the magic to change her
dagger into a spear. Just as she was about to throw it, though, Bitorn dropped his gaff and began to
grow taler.

Keene fdt her mouth drop open. She had seen him increase his Sze when he was a wraith, but she
didn't expect him to be able to do that when he was encased in his body. In less time than it had taken
her to work her spdll, he doubled in sze. A few moments later, he doubled his Sze again and loomed
over Gabria, his huge hands reaching for her.

Keene ydled an oath and launched the spear at Bitorn's back. To the giant man, the wooden shaft
was no more than an arrow thrown by a puny hand, but to Kelene's surprise the spear point pierced his
back and stuck there.

He roared in fury, turned, and saw her. "You!" he belowed, and his great hand swung out toward
Demira Thefilly swerved toward him and swooped under his swinging arm, away from his bunched fig.
Franticdly, Demira darted behind him and soared out of his Sght behind the column of smoke from the
burning tents.

Bregthing a 9gh of relief, Kelene risked a glance to the east and saw a parey of riders galoping
across the vdley. Lord Athlone was on the way.

Two more magic-wieders mounted on their Hunnuli had joined Gabria by then, and the smdl group
hed retreated to the highest point of the clearing, right beside the chieftan's tent. Bitorn turned his



atention back to them.

He wrapped his hand around a young tree, snapped it off a the ground, and ripped off its foliage.
The huge priest's shadow darkened the ground as he raised his new staff and brought it up over his head.
But ingtead of swinging it ac Gabria, he suddenly whirled and sent it crashing down on a young man who
was riding a Hunnuli past the tents to reach the sorceress.

The tree crunk smashed the magic-widlder againg his horse and crushed them both to che ground,
killing them ingtantly. "Thet's onel" he shouted to Gabria

Nara screamed her rage, and her cry was taken up by dl the Hunnuli in the gathering. Every
magic-wielder |eft in the camps mounted cheir horses and camein response to Nara's chdlenge.

Some of the Khulinin warriors led by Secen formed a line, raised their bows, and fired a swvarm of
arrows at Bitorn. He swatted the shafts away like gnats, then reached behind his back and pulled our
Keenes spear. Already the blood was dry and the wound was heding.

"RPuling mortad” the priest bellowed in a voice that shook the camp. "Down on your knees before
me and give thanks that | have come to release you from the evil of sorcery.”

"You're not our master," Secen shouted back. "We don't want you herel”

Bitorn took severd menacing steps toward the Khulinin warriors, but the men and clanspeople
behind them scrambled out of the way. Bitorn did not press his attack. He sneered and said, "Run while
you can. | will dedl with you later. Now | mugt fulfill my sacred vow to the gods™" He bent toward the
clugter of magic-wielders, hisface gloating. "l have waiced long, but the gods at last have cdled meto my

duty.”

It was Gabria who laughed then. "You're not a servant of the gods, Bitorn, you're only a vicious,
sfish brute who should have died in your own time”

"Profaner!” he screamed. His d&ff crashed down, only to ricochet off a dome of shimmering red
energy. Gabria and the magic-widders with her stood together benegth the shidd and hdd it with dl of
tharr combined power.

The priest, ydling in rage, tried again and again to smash the dome with his gaff. He stamped and
roared around the shidd, flatening tents and scattering people in dl directions, and ill the little group
benesth the dome withstood his efforts.

Kelene, though, knew how much strength it took to hold a shied like that, and she redized her
mother's group would not be able to endure much longer. She was about to try distracting Bitorn again
when a different voice boomed across the trampled space.

"In the name of Sorh, Lord of the Redm of the Dead, Commander of the Harbingers, Ruler of
Gormoth, and Resaper of Souls, | command you to hold!"

Bitorn hesitated out of sheer surprise. The force of old habits tirred in his mind, and he dowly
lowered his gaff. "Who dares speak to me of Lord Sorh?

"l do!" Priest Ordan stepped from the crowd in a pogtion that forced Bitorn to turn around. Unseen
by the grim giant, Athlone and Eurus dipped into the dearing and joined Gabria.

"Foal!" Bitorn hissed to Ordan. "How can a doddering old bootlicker know more of Lord Sorh than
|?'



Ordan glared ferocioudy, his white eyebrows lowered in annoyance. "I know he is angry! You have
betrayed his trugt, priest! You daughtered innocent people to feed your own greed for life You have
flung your arrogance in the god's face by refusng your own death. You mus die, Bitorn, before the god
wreaks his avful vengeance on your eternd soul!" The old priest marched up to the towering man,
snatched Bitorn's priestly saff from the ground, and broke it at the man's feet.

There was not even a flicker of fear or hestation on Bitorn's face. His booming laugh flung away
Ordan’'s warning, and the contemptuous wave of his hand knocked the old priest to the ground. "I do not
fear the gods. The only vengeance here will be ming The evil of magic will be destroyed once and fot
ai"

"Not this time" Lord Fiergan's voice roared out. The big chieftain kicked his horse forward and
rode between the fdlen priest and Bitorn. "We don't want your hatred any more. We've had enough of it!
Go back to your mound and rot!"

"Magic loverd" Bitorn spat out the words like a curse. He raised his hands to the mass of people
crowded among the tents and said, "Are there none left among you who despise the evil of magic? Have
you dl fdlen into the pits of deceit and wickedness?'

An doquent slence met his question. Then, suddenly Fergan raised his sword and bellowed the
Reidhar war cry. It was answered by over a thousand voices from every dan in a tremendous roar that
shattered the afternoon and swept down the valey on the wind. A mass of mounted men and warriors on
foot surged forward to attack the giant.

At the same moment, Gabria, Athlone, and the eight magic-widders with them dissolved their shidd
and loosed a furious barrage of magic at the priest’'s chest. Demira glided out of the smoke, and her rider
added her own balts to the intense assaullt.

Bitorn staggered under the combined blows, and Fiergan and the dan warriors legped in with
spears, swords, and battle-axes. They dashed a the backs of the priest’s knees and anklesin an effort to
cut his tendons and bring im down. His blood spattered the ground and the warriors.

The pain and the magic enraged Bitorn into a frenzy. Screaming incoherent oaths, he svung his gaff
right and Ieft a the warriors svarming around him. He crushed three Khulinin warriors underfoot and
trampled more urtil the men were forced away. Bitorn stood back and looked wildly around for the next
target.

His eyes caught dSght of Demira flying ovethead. Before Keene could understand what was
happening, Bitorn's energy-hungry soul drained the life-force from the dead men under his feet and used
it to double his body Sze once agan. All a once he was as tdl as a cottonwood tree, and his hand shot
out and grabbed thefilly in midair.

Kelene screamed as she fdt the merciless fingers close around them. A thick, heavy pressure
surrounded her and pressed her down onto Demirds neck. The filly, naghing in fright, struggled

desperately to escape the crud grip.

Kelene knew she had to do something fast before Bitorn crushed them like he would a fly, but
before she could initiate a spdl, something odd began to happen. Without conscious direction, her
empeathic tent began to sense the priest's emotions. The sensations were fant a firg, then as the mentd
channd srengthened, the full force of his fedings hit her like a sorm. Rage was the strongest, a
tempestuous, uncontrollable rage that buffeted her with maniacd strength. Underneeth that was hatred
and contempt like two poisonous twins, and somewhere, buried in the magstrom, was a little thread of
fear.



The last one surprised Keene. What did Bitorn have to be afrad of from a bunch of weak,
haf-sck, ovetworked magic-widders and a mob of people one-eighth his 9ze? She sent her mind
probing swiftly after that tendril of fear, deeper into the priest's turbulent emotions.

The answer that she found stunned her with its Smple truth. She knew from the Korg that the
life-force energy was Smilar to magic, but she hadn't redlized that Bitorn, like a magic-wielder, could only
use as much power as his own strength would dlow. Since the dying had dl but stopped at the gathering,
the wraith had been unable to go to hisburiad mound and rgoin his body until just a short while ago. The
union had taken a greet ded of his strength. He was 4ill comparatively weak to handle the vast amounts
of energy he needed to attack the magic-widders and dl deven clans. That was why he was teking
action that was more defensive than offensve. He didn't have enough srength to dea with such a large
number of people. Maybe he hadn't expected so many to come after him, or perhaps his blind anger
amply wouldn't let hm wait until he was stronger. Whatever his reasons, Keene knew he was
overextending his power.

She only had a moment or two to sft through the jumbled impressions of his mind before he
changed his grip on Demira and began to squeeze tighter. But those precious moments were just enough
for her new knowledge to spark an idea. All she had to do was survive long enough to tdl her parents.

Desperatdly Kelene shaped a gpdl to form a shied around hersdf and Demira. At her command the
red energy coalesced into a skintight shell between the horse and rider and the giant's hand.

Bitorn swore furioudy. He brought both hands around his prey and tried to crush them in his fingers.
Kelene closed her eyes, gritted her teeth, and hed on to her spel with dl her might. She and Demira
could hardly breathe benegath the shdl and the heavy weight of the giant's hand. Kedene gasped for air.
She grew dizzy and feared she might black out and lose control of her spell.

Then dl a once Bitorn let go of her with one hand and began to swing his daff agan. Kelene
opened her eyes and saw on the ground below that the dan warriors led by Lord Fergan and Sha Tgan
hed renewed their attack on the priest.

Kelene breathed a prayer of thanks for the distraction.

Bitorn ill had one hand wrapped around Demira, but he was too busy defending himsalf to turn his
atention back to his prisoners. Kelene rapidly formed another spell. In a flash of motion, she dissolved
her shidd and sent a white-hot bolt of fireinto Bitorn's pam.

The priest ydled in pain. Shocked and furious, he flung the winged horse toward the earth.

Demira never had a chance to right herself. The force of Bitorn's throw tumbled her over upside
down. Her dill neigh and Kelene's scream blended into one cry of terror.

The young sorceress thought she heard a familiar voice cdl her name, but it was logt in the sckening,
tumbling fdl toward the earth. She saw the ground below spinning up to crush her, and her heart cried
out to the one she loved and would never see again. "Rafnir!”

Incredibly, her plea was answered with a platform of ar that formed beneath and caught Demira just
before she and Kelene smashed into the ground. She bounced once on the invishle cushion and settled
dowly on her Sde to the earth just afew steps away from the group of magic-widders.

Demira scrambled to her feet, shaken and ruffled but unhurt, and a hand was thrust out to Kelene to
hdp her stand. It took a heartbeat before she redized the hand was Rafnir's. She was on her feet and in
hisarms before her heart had a chance to beat again. Savaron was there, too, on his exhausted Hunnuli,



and Sayyed, looking wan but dive with his white cat on his shoulder, and Morad, dusty and tired. They
hed to have ridden like Turic raiders to get there so soon. Kelene hugged them dl, happier than she had
ever been.

"l learned that spell from you,” Refnir whispered in her ear, and he showed her the diamond splinter
under hiswrigt.

Kelene kissed him ddightedly. Still holding his hand, she glanced at Bitorn. The priest was
surrounded by archers and warriors who were sending a merciless barrage of arrows, spears, and lances
a hislower body. Kelene hoped she had a minute or two to talk before he turned his attention back to
the magic-widders. "'l have an ideg," she told her parents, explaining about her probe into Bitorn's mind.
"The Korg said the life-force is amilar to magic. As long as people die, there is dl the life-force Bitorn
needs. But he can only use so much energy before he artsto tire”

"He's not showing much sign of that," Rafnir said dryly.

"So let's hdp him dong,” Kelene cried. "If the life-force is Smilar enough to magic, maybe we could
try drawing his strength out of him. Perhaps we could wesken him enough for the warriors to kill his
body." Gabria and Athlone looked at one another, their faces bright with understanding.

"Secen!" Athlone called to his old hearthguard nearby. "Tdl Priest Ordan we need a digtraction that
will keep Bitorn's atention for a short time, and have Lord Fergan pull his men back.”

Secen obeyed with aacrity, working his way through the milling clanspeople to the priest of Sorh.
The old man listened and nodded once across the space to Lord Athlone. A moment later a horn blew,
gagnding the warriors atacking Bitorn to fdl back. A wide cirde opened up around the huge man, and
for the space of savera moments the gathering fdl quiet.

Bitorn stood in the center of the space. He was panting and bleeding from severd gashes on hislegs.
He stared at the surrounding people with utter contempt.

Then, dong the edge of the crowd, came the priests of Sorh from every dan. Robed in dark red and
gimin visage, they formed aring around the giant man. Ordan stood before Bitorn and raised his black
gt to the sky. Softly at first and then louder, the priests began to chant a litany no one had heard in
years.

Kelene heard Gabria gasp, "They're stripping him of his priesthood!"”

"They can do tha?' Kelene asked, startled. A person's holy cdling was granted by the gods and
was not usudly taken away by men.

"Sometimes™ her mother replied. "In extreme cases."

Bitorn recognized the ancient chant, too, and he stood ill, scarcely bdieving what he was hearing.
"No!" he bdlowed. "You won't do thisto me"

Athlone nodded to hisfamily. Around them, the magic-wielders were dl together at last. There were
only sixteen left, and hdf of them were not fully trained. But they dl knew how to attract power, and thar
determination made up for their lack of skill. As one, they focused ther inherent talents on the priest and

began to pull out his energy.

Bitorn did not recognize their ploy a first; he was too intent on the ring of priests and their
inexorable chant. He raised his gt like a club and took a step toward Ordan. Suddenly he staggered.
Only then did he redlize what the magic-wielders were doing. Furioudy he struggled to fight the drain on



his power before he logt dl control. He was successful &t firgt and was able to back away from the group
of magic-widders. But he hadn't gone more than a few steps when he put his hands to his head and
swayed. He belowed hisfury, his angular face red and ugly with twisted hate.

Sill the magic-widlders pulled a him, stripping him of the energy he had stolen from ther own dying
people. His gigantic body started to shrink.

Lord Fiergan, Lord Sha Tgan, and the other chiefs and warriors saw his growing weakness. They
edged into the cirde and sprang in to attack. A handful of Khulinin men feinted to the priest's right. As he
swvung around to drive them off, Fiergan charged under his shadow. There was a bright flash of a sword,
and Bitorn's left knee collapsed under hisweight.

The priest screamed, dmost desperately, and struggled away from the Redhar chief only to be
blocked by Dangari spearmen. Archers crowded on his right, more swordwielding warriors charged in
behind him, and a solid mass of incensed clanspeople cut off any hope of escape.

Bitorn was dmost back to his norma height when he turned to see Priest Ordan. Ther eyes met,
and the mask of hate and arrogance fdl away from Bitorn's face, leaving only terror behind. He stared in
gpped at Ordan's implacable expression, but the old Priest of Sorh only lifted a hand to his priests. The
circde of men shouted in unison and pointed their saffs to the sky.

"Your priesthood is finished, Bitorn!" Ordan shouted. "You are no longer a servant of Lord Sorh.
Prepare to meet your madter. "

A wal rose from Bitorn's lips, and from the group of magic-wielders, Lord Athlone shouted,
"Now!"

The clanspeople struck with a terrible vengeance. The warriors within driking distance swatmed
over Bitorn's body, hacking, dashing, and stabbing the priest to bloody shreds. He screamed once
before his voice was cut off to a gagging wheeze and then to slence. His body sagged to the ground.

Satidfied, the men drew back from the corpse, but they had bardly lowered their weapons when a
red phosphorescence began to glow just above the priest's remains.

Kelené's fingers tightened over Rafnir's arm, and the clanspeople stopped in midmotion. It was as
the Korg had warned---they had killed Bitorn's physicd body, but they dill had to control his soul. The
wraith coalesced before their eyes, histal form glowing with the sckly red light.

"You cannot be rid of me thet eesily," he hissed.

At that moment the Hunnuli horses raised ther heads, their ears pricked forward. Riders come!
Eurus neighed.

The magic-widders were startled. Riders?
A tremor shook the wraith, and he wavered asif blasted by a powerful gust of wind.

The young clangpeople heard it next---a muted pounding of hoofbeats from some far distance. The
sound grew louder and more digtinct, and soon everyone heard it. Heads turned, eyes searched, yet the
noise had no direction or obvious source.

Ordan saw them firg, five riders on pale horses coming out of a curtain of mig in the blue afternoon
sky. "They come! They come™ he cried and flung himsdf prostrate to the ground.



The wraith screeched in terror.

Evay face turned to the sky, and even though no living morta had ever seen their forms, every
angle person there recognized the five riders. They had been described once by Vaorian, who had
ridden in ther midst and returned to life

They were the Harbingers, the messengers of Sorh who came to escort souls to the rem of the
dead.

The clangpeaple froze in their places. There was no sound in the camp except for a dull dang when
Fiergan's sword fel from his nerveless fingers.

Shining white in the sun, the Harbingers rode ther shimmering steeds down the sky and came to a
stop on the morta earth just in front of Bitorn. They were huge, clothed like warriorsin polished mal and
armor. Brilliant hdms covered thair faces.

Bitorn quailed before the riders Slent scrutiny.

"Know thid" one Harbinger spoke in a masculine voice that was rich and powerful. "The days of
enmity are over. The gorthling's curse that brought down Vdorian's children is finished!”

"No!" shrieked Bitorn in one lagt attempt to have hisway. "They are evil. They are a profanity. They
mudt not be alowed to livel"

The Harbinger lifted a finger. "Come. Thistime you cannot escape Lord Sorh.”

"No!" Bitorn screamed. He rose up to flee, but the white rider raised his hand. A bolt of shining
enagy flew from his pdm and caught the wrath. The power wrapped around him like a rope and
trapped hissckly red glow within a bond of white light.

Thefive riders swiftly surrounded him. They cantered their steeds up into the sky, dragging the soul
intheir midg.

The clanspeople watched them go until the last flicker of light faded from sght and the Harbingers
vanished into the curtain of mist that bordered the mortal redm and the redm of the dead. Only then did
the clans know the orded was over.

Out of the group of magic-widders Lord Athlone made his way across the shambles of the dearing
to help Priest Ordan to hisfeet. "That was incredible” Athlone said. "Did you know the Harbingers were

coming?'

Ordan’'s mouth jerked up inan odd smile. I hoped they would, but | never expected to see them.”
He was about to add more when Fiergan and Sha Tgan hurried over to meet them.

"What happened?' Sha Tgan cried. "l thought Bitorn was too strong to submit to the Harbingers”

"He had no choice this time" Ordan told him. "When the priests, the magic-widders, and the
clanspeople turned againg him, he logt everything."

Fergan shook his head, his big, irascible face full of wonder. "Those Harbingers were magnificent!
But why did we see them?'

"Did you hear what the one rider said?' Ordan sad quietly. "The days of enmity are over.” He
looked pointedly at the three chiefs. "The gods have spoken that dl may hear.”



Lord Fergan dowly turned. He looked &t the dead bodies, the trampled and burning dan tents, and
the bloody remains of Bitorn. He watched Keene hug Sayyed and Savaron and return to Rafnir's
embrace; he saw Gabria and the surviving magic-wielders bending over the crushed bodies of the
Hunnuli and his rider; and lagt of dl he studied Lord Athlone from head to boot and everything in
between that he had once loathed.

Deliberately the Reidhar chief stuck out his fig to Lord Athlone in the sdlute of one chieftain to
ancther. "Looks like we have alot of work to do," he said to the sorcerer lord.

EPILOGUE

A cool, windy day in the ninth month of the dan caendar brought a party of riders to the ruins of
Moy Tura. A gold banner flew a their head, Sgnifying that the Khulinin lord wasin their midst. Overhead
soared a black Hunnuli on long, broad wings who glided ahead of the party and came down to land just
outsde the city's southern gate.

The Korg waked out to greet her and to welcome her rider with a glad cry. They waited for the
other riders, and in a few minutes Kelene was introducing her parents to the sorcerer who had once
chased them from his domain.

Eyestwinkling, he bowed low to them. "It isan honor, Lord Athlone and Lady Gabria, to welcome
you to Moy Tura" He took his vigtors on a tour of the ruins, induding his house that he was rebuilding
and the beautiful grave mound he had made for Niela and her Hunnuli. They talked for hours of magic
and the city and life before the Purge.

When they were settled in his garden, dpping wine and rdaxing in the late-day peace, the Korg
gmiled a Rafnir and Kelene. "I do not need to ask if you two have made your betrothd vows. It is
written dl over you."

Kdene's face warmed with pleasure. "We will be joined during the Birthright next soring.” She
paused and put her hand in Rafnir's. "If it is dl right, wed like to come back here for a while. | want to
sudy the hedlers room and learn dl | can.”

"Of course, you are welcome! Anyone is welcome.”

The young sorceress glanced at her betrothed, and he nodded. "Do you mean that?' she asked the
Korg.

Gabria sensed something was coming up. "Why do you ask?"
"Mother,” Kelene said, both excited and alittle wary. "What do you think about rebuilding the city?"

Gabria could only stare, and Athlone's mouth went dack. "Rebuild Moy Tura? Why?' the chief



demanded.

"I think we have learned enough from our mistakes to try it again. We could tear down the dty
walls, reconstruct the buildings, begin teaching magic-widders here again. But this time we will make the
dty open and accessible to anyone.”

Lord Athlone shook his head a his daughter's unexpected enthusasm. "Rafnir, did you know about

The young sorcerer nodded, grinning. "Weve taked about this for days. | would like to give it a
try."

"You may be on your own here for a long time" Gabria warned. "Sixteen magic-wielders hardly
make a city, and those few we have left want to spend some time with their clans.”

Kdene's and Rafnir's eyes met. "We know," she said. "It isonly a beginning.”

By the gods, Gabria thought to hersdlf, how true that was, and if Kelene wanted to take her place in
that grand beginning, let no one stand in her way!

Gabria pulled her daughter to her feet and gently touched the splinter glowing under Kelene's wrigt.
"By Amara and her gift to her chosen p.eople, | give you my blessng, daughter. Live and prosper in this
aty and bring it to new life" Then she rook Keene into her ams and sedled her words with a proud
embrace.

And s0 in the ancient city of Moy Tura, what was ended began again.



