CITY OF SORCERERS 

by MARY H. HERBERT
PROLOGUE

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

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

Lady Gabria felt the sun's warmth on her shoulders as she waded out of the shallow water and climbed the bank. She drew a deep breath full of the scents of sun-warmed grass, wildflowers, and the cool smell of the river. She wiped some mud from her bare feet, then dropped the hem of her long split-skirts and walked slowly 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 felt the painful stir of memories that used to bring her to this place. She glanced back downriver to where she could see the large clan camps clustered around the riverbanks. Once again the eleven clans of Valorian had traveled across the wide-flung realm of the Ramtharin Plains to come together at the sacred Tir Samod for their annual summer gathering. Once again, out of deference and a little fear, not one clan had pitched its tents in this shady, pleasant clearing by the river.

Gabria's shoulders shifted in a slight shrug. Not that it really 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 all, the massacre of her family and clan had been totally unprecedented in remembered clan history. It was a tragedy that still reverberated through the collective consciousness of the people of Valorian.

Gabria walked deeper into the clearing. It felt so strange to be here again. The area had changed over the years, yet she could still see in her mind how this clearing had looked twenty-five years ago when her father and brothers were still alive.

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

Something caught her glance near a huge, old tree---a single grave mound adorned with a spear and helmet. A faint smile lifted her mouth, for she could see now she was not the only person who had come here recently.

The spear was new; the helmet 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 simple task of respect. Pazric, the man who had long ago moldered into the earth beneath the spear, had once been her husband's close friend.

Gabria stared at the grave, unwilling to tear her eyes away.

The mound reminded her of another much larger grave far to the north in Corin Treld. The smell of turned earth, the soft rattle of the helmet as it swung gently in the morning breeze, the gleam of sunlight on the polished haft of the spear---they were all the same.

She stood in place, unmoving. The breeze teased a wisp of pale gold hair that had come loose from the plait coiled on the back of her neck. Despite the sun she shivered---from an old fear, a new apprehension, or perhaps from the touch of bitter memories, she didn't know. Her skin quivered at the strange chill that seeped into her, and her heart began to bang painfully in her chest.

The sunlight seemed to wither to a pale yellowing light that threw the world around her out of focus. Gabria tried to force her eyesight back to normal, but the visual 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 morning had vanished, obscured in mist and silence.

Gabria's breathing quickened. She stared in surprise at the place where the burial mound had been, even though she could not see anything through the veil of gloomy fog.
Fog. There had been fog at Corin Treld the afternoon that. . . The thought intruded into her mind with a stunning comprehension. Gods, no, she whispered silently. Not again.

Fog is coming in, she heard a familiar voice say. It was Gabran, her twin brother. She tried to turn, to see him in the mist, only to hear more voices faintly call nearby.

The herds are in.

Everyone is here, Gabran called again. Wait! What is that noise?
Unknowingly, Gabria's fingers clenched, and her nails dug into her palms. Her face was bloodless. From the other side of the river, along 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 violent tremor.

Taleon, get Father! she heard Gabran call to another brother. I 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 mist. Shrieks and cries and screams of pain echoed around Gabria. Frantically she reached out to her family. She knew in a part of her mind that this event had happened twenty-four years ago and that the Corin clan was dead and buried in their mound. She accepted, too, that this was only a vision, similar to one she had had before. But nothing could alleviate the feelings of grief and helplessness that raged through her, as fresh and painful as ever.

They are burning the tents. We must get to Father. Where is Gabria?

"I'm here!" 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 as if he had heard her and was searching through the heavy fog to reach her.

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

All at 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. I know that man with the scar. These men are exiles! 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 silence. The other noises vanished, too, leaving Gabria alone again in the fog. She stood rooted in place, too stunned by the vision to move.

"Gabria?" a voice said beside her.

She started so violently she would have fallen if a pair of hands had not caught her and gently steadied her. The fog in her mind swept away as quickly as it had come. The sunlight and Gabria's sight returned with blinding clarity. The sounds of the river, the wind in the trees, and the distant clan gathering filled the aching void of silence.

"What's wrong? Are you all 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 felt the chill slowly leave her body. "I'm well 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 his talent to wield 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, Gabria tried to smile.

The worry eased only a little from his face, and his hands remained firmly on her arms. He was short for a Turic, so his black eyes were level 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. "I saw something---or rather heard something---out of the past," she said slowly.

Sayyed's swarthy face, darkly tanned from years of sun and wind, creased into a frown. He knew her well enough to recognize the tightly controlled tension in her expression and the reasons that sometimes brought her to this clearing. "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 first time you had the vision." Gabria barely moved her head. "This time though, I didn't see anything. I just heard it." Suddenly a horn blared again in the distance, and the faint staccato of hoofbeats echoed in the air. Gabria visibly winced.

Tears filled her eyes at the ghostly memories.

"They're racing on the flats this morning," Sayyed said softly.

The clanswoman let go of Sayyed's arms and rubbed at the ache beginning to throb in her temples. Forcefully she brought herself back to reality. 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.

Turning her back on the clearing, Gabria made her way down along the riverbank. Sayyed kept pace beside her, satisfied that the worst seemed to be over. Color was returning to her face, and her stride was steady.

"Why did you come here today?" he asked while they walked along the bank. "What brought on that vision?" "I don't know," Gabria replied loudly over the rush of the shallow rapids. "I was looking for Kelene. She was supposed to go with me to visit 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 always wins them over." Sayyed's smile was knowing and rueful. "But you couldn't find her," he said.

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

Together they climbed down the bank and waded across the Isin, Gabria silent and pensive, Sayyed respecting her reticence.

Once on the west bank, they walked downstream toward the second river, the Goldrine, which joined the Isin in a series of easy rapids. The focal point of the clan gatherings, the sacred island 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 island 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 hang the clan banners: gold, brown, indigo, green, black, yellow, 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 always left empty in honor of the slaughtered clan.

The sorceress stared sadly at the empty space among the banners. "He was trying to warn me," she murmured as if to herself.

Sayyed was startled. "What?" 

"I think Gabran was trying to tell me something. I only heard the sounds of the massacre this time. I couldn't see anything in the fog. But I heard him say, 'I've got to warn you!' He'd never said that before." 

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

"No, not those. He didn't say anything like that in my first vision when I was trying to confront Lord Medb." Gabria hugged her arms close to her sides and tried to ignore the headache that was now pounding like a drum. "What did he mean? Why now?" she wondered aloud.

"If you were anyone else I'd think you were suffering from the heat or too much wine. But your visions always seem to have significance," Sayyed replied.

Gabria smiled slightly. "If only I knew what it was." 

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

The clanswoman's face looked bleak. "You 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 council tent and stride toward them, a young boy at his side.

Gabria's pulse quickened as it always did at the sight of her husband. After twenty-three years of marriage, she still adored him. She watched while he approached, his hand on the shoulder of their youngest son.

At forty-six, a life span that brought many clansmen into old age, Lord Athlone was still in the prime of his power. Tall, muscular, and solid, he wore his unspoken authority as easily as the sword at his side. He was chieftain of Clan Khulinin, the largest and most powerful clan on the plains, and he held the unique position of being the only chieftain who could wield magic. Twenty-four years ago, when clan law strictly forbade the practice of sorcery and clan society was taught to abhor it, that talent would have condemned him to death 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 clans and the suspicion and prejudice against it that remained.

Cheerfully the lord chieftain greeted his friend and brushed a kiss on Gabria's cheek. She smiled 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 helping the men set up the tent!" 

Athlone said, "I didn't expect to see you this morning. Have you been to the Reidhar camp already?" Gabria shook her head. "Not yet. I can't find Kelene." She kept her expression bland and decided to tell him about her vision in a quieter moment.

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

No one bothered to answer, since the question was one they had all asked at some time in the past few years. Of the four children Gabria had borne, their oldest daughter, Kelene, had always been the most challenging. Unlike her oldest brother, Savaron, and her younger sister, Lymira, Kelene at eighteen rebelled against virtually everything her parents suggested. She was independent, willful, and stubborn. Athlone had seriously considered forcing her to marry or even sending her to another clan for a few years. But Gabria had bid him wait. She could see quite a few of Athlone's traits, without the strengthening of maturity and wisdom, in Kelene.

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

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

"I 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 gelding and its chances to win that race. My son is probably over there too, goading her into another rage." 

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

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

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

Gabria laid her hand on her husband's arm. "Give her time.

She will learn in her own way." "Perhaps," Athlone said. "But in the meantime we could certainly use her help!" 

"I'll help, Papa!" Coren piped up with all the enthusiasm of a ten-year-old trying to outshine an older sister.

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

"Can he wield magic, too?" 

"I think so." 

"Good! I've got lots of spells I can show him!" Coren announced proudly.

Sayyed grinned, his teeth shining white against the black of his neatly trimmed beard. "Take Nara. She always impresses the children." Coren matched his grin. "Could we, Mamma?" 

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

Unlike the clan-bred Harachan horses, which were the pride and livelihood of the semi-nomadic clans, the Hunnuli were a breed of legend. Descended from a single stallion blessed by the clans' goddess, Amara, the Hunnuli had greater intelligence, strength, size, and longevity than any other horse. Originally bred to be the mounts of clan magic-wielders, they were endowed with the ability to communicate telepathically with the clanspeople who had the inherent talent to use magic. After the fall of Moy Tura, city of the sorcerers, and the slaughter of the magic-wielders that followed, the Hunnuli slipped into obscurity and almost 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 inviolable.

With that friendship came a renewed understanding of the Hunnuli horse and its purpose within the clans. It was partly because of the people's awe and respect for the Hunnuli that they learned to accept Gabria's power to use magic. Since that time, the numbers of magic-wielders and Hunnuli in the clans had slowly 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 galloped past the Khulinin camp and swept into the shady council grove. Like every Hunnuli, the mare was ebony black with a white mark, in the shape of a jagged lightning bolt, on her right shoulder. Her thick mane and tail flew like black smoke as her long, powerful legs carried her easily over the ground. She stopped neatly in front of Gabria and nickered a greeting.

Gabria mounted and settled happily on the mare's warm back. She always felt safe and comforted in her old friend's presence. The prospect of a gallop to the Reidhar camp drove the confusing shadows of her vision 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 smiled to her son and held out her hand.

Coren whooped in delight 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 visit the Reidhar clan.

CHAPTER ONE

For the third time in as many minutes, Kelene gritted her teeth and tightened her knees as her gelding vented his feelings in a bad-tempered hop and a buck. Head lowered, back arched, the horse barged around the starting line while the other riders cursed and kept out of his way. The gelding was feeling murderous---Kelene could sense it in every stiff jolt of his body.

Of course, that was nothing new for Ishtak. The gelding was a stone-gray Harachan, as hard, bleak, and difficult as a rock cliff. A more bad-tempered animal Kelene had never seen. She knew he tolerated her only when he felt like it, and she also 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 channeled his anger into competition, he was as surefooted as a goat and as fleet as the wind. Few Harachan horses could beat him.

The trick was to stay with him long enough to get him started. For Kelene that was sometimes tricky. Unlike the other riders, she had no saddle or stirrups, only a saddle pad strapped to Ishtak's back. She had learned the hard way that her crippled foot and ankle were too weak to bear her weight in a stirrup or remain in a bent position. The pain had finally forced her to ride bareback and to develop the balance, strength, and firm seat needed to help her control a recalcitrant horse.

She had learned too, that the usual women's skirts were a hazard on a cross-country race. Today she wore the special 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.

The girl cursed as the gelding crow-hopped out of line again, jarring her teeth. There was no way to cajole 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 first. Kelene pulled his head up and forced him back into the milling line of riders waiting for the start 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 Hunnuli in line since the race was no contest to the big blacks, but some of the finest Harachan horses on the plains were there to represent the different clans. Dust billowed up under their stamping hooves, and the clan colors on the riders' tunics gleamed in the morning sun.

It was a perfect day for the Induran race: clear, warm, and dry---a typical summer morning. The sky arched over the river valley in a flawless dome of blue; a light 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 alike. There were very few rules, and the race was open to anyone with the desire and the horse to ride. The fact that women rarely rode in the rough-and-tumble race was only an added challenge to Kelene. The year before she had entered and ridden well only to lose her favorite mare when the animal stepped in a hole and shattered its leg a league before the finish line. This year Kelene had Ishtak 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 still waiting for last minute entries. Someone several horses away caught her eye: a slim, young man on a chestnut horse. He grinned mockingly at her and waved. Rafnir, Sayyed and Tam's only son, was as fine a rider as the clans had ever produced and one of the few serious contenders who could beat Kelene in this race.

Rafnir was laughing at 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-six horses were abreast of one another and the riders were ready. The crowd roared with excitement.

Automatically 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 ignominiously in the dust before the Induran really began.

The horn call came loud and sweet, and the horses sprang forward almost as one. Except for Ishtak. For once the gelding did not leap forward but threw up his head and dug in his heels. Kelene kicked him, which only made him buck and crab-step sideways. When he finally deigned to go forward, he was mulish, reluctant, and trailing by twelve lengths.

"You'll never get me off, you dung-headed sack of dog meat!" 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.

Kelene's feelings rose to a full fury. She wrenched on the rein to pull his head around and shouted at him. "Run, you stupid mule! Go, or I'll feed you to the buzzards!" 

The gelding fought her hard. Then his head came around, and he saw the tails of his competition disappearing in the dust far ahead. He snorted angrily, all at once deciding to race. His stride smoothed out to a flowing run, his rage disappeared, and the fighting spirit that Kelene admired came surging back. He sped into a full gallop, his temper forgotten.

With a grin, Kelene settled down and let him have his head. There was a long 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, paralleling the Goldrine River along the flat grassy valley floor, running at an easy pace so as not to tire too soon. They stayed in a tight bunch for a while, then gradually 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 several runners and passed them.

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

So far, the course had been open and fairly level, 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 valley.

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

They passed some scattered trees, jumped a fallen tree trunk, and raced for the river's edge. Then, before Kelene could draw another breath, the front-runners slowed and' dropped from sight. Those behind the leaders pulled up just long enough to put some space between the horses, then they, too, rode their 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 feet down to the river, then she was holding on with all her strength and skill as the gelding fought to keep his balance and stride on the slope. He leaned so far back his tail scraped the muddy ground. Down he scrambled in a slide of dirt, gravel, and weeds.

One horse in front of Ishtak leaned too far forward, lost its balance, and careened into the path of two others. They fell into the river in a heap of flailing legs and yelling riders. Fortunately none of them were hurt, but the riders were unhorsed and automatically disqualified from the race.

In a jarring thud, Ishtak reached the narrow strip of mud bank at the bottom. He had to swerve to avoid another struggling, fallen horse, but he kept to his feet on the slippery mud and plowed into the river. Great fountains of silver spray splashed up from his feet.

The river was fairly shallow at either side, and it was only in the center, where the channel was deep, that Ishtak had to swim. 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, including Rafnir. Four of the original twenty-six were out of the competition.

The race continued due east across the valley toward the rugged hills. The leaders picked up their pace on the level ground, hoping to put some distance between themselves and the rest of the pack before they reached the harder part of the trail. Ishtak answered their challenge in a burst of speed that carried him past six more horses and brought him up near the leaders and Rafnir's chestnut.

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

"I stopped for a walk," she retorted, feeling as if she had. The dust sticking 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 faint trail leading up into the eroded, bleak hills that formed this section of the valley walls. The path abruptly narrowed and sloped upward, forcing the riders to go in ones and twos.

Kelene found herself directly behind Rafnir and one other rider. She tried to push Ishtak past them, but heavy rocks and brush lined the path on either side. As one group, Rafnir, a Dangari, Kelene, and a Wylfling cantered deeper into the hills. Gradually they pulled ahead and before long were out of sight of the rest of the riders.

The trail wound up steep, rocky slopes, down into deep gullies, and around outcroppings and rock walls that towered over their heads, until finally it dropped down into a high-walled, narrow canyon that twisted 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 sweat on his neck, chest, and flanks. The four riders were forced to slacken 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 several dry creek beds converged, forming a confusing three-way junction of rock walls and narrow passages. To the riders' dismay, this section of trail had been obliterated by a recent flash flood.

"Which way?" Rafnir shouted at the man beside him.

The rider, a young Dangari in a blue tunic, looked at all three in confusion. "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 a rockfall in the way."

"Yes, but it's fresh, and I'm almost certain the path goes to the right," Kelene insisted.

Since she was the only one of the four who had raced the path before, Rafnir was inclined to follow her suggestion. But before anyone could decide, the fourth rider, a burly Wylfling 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 feel right; the deeper they rode into the canyon, the more convinced she became that they had taken the wrong path. The walls towered over their heads, and the passage grew so narrow Kelene could touch both sides 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 brilliant with sunshine and carpeted with grass, vines, and small shrubs. Strangely there was an oval-shaped mound sitting crossways in their path on the otherwise level canyon floor. Its grassy sides rose more than ten feet in the air and were twice that in length.

No one paid much attention to the mound as they rode around it, they were too intent on the path ahead. The Wylfling 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 realized their mistake. The canyon was a dead end.

The blank stone wall rising in the distance barely registered on Kelene when she heard the Wylfling's shout of anger. She yanked Ishtak around and sent him galloping 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 help make up for the time they had lost coming down this box canyon.

Kelene was so intent on reaching the narrow defile first, she did not see the Wylfling turn his horse and spur it up the slope of the strange mound in an effort to cut her off. She was aware only of the trail ahead and Rafnir's chestnut pounding close behind. She didn't know that just as the Wylfling's horse crested the mound, the animal 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 side, her face as pale as ice.

Startled, Lord Athlone leaned forward, steadying her in his arms. "What is it?" he asked, deeply concerned.

She took a ragged breath, too stunned for a moment to speak. They were sitting on a rug in the grass, sharing a midday meal with Sayyed and Tam while they waited for the race to end. Gabria was still a little unsettled by her vision of the day before, but she had never felt 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 repulsive 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 vision of the Corin massacre." 
Athlone was shocked. "Why didn't you tell me?" 
Gabria pulled away so she could turn and face him. "I wanted to think about it first. The vision was different this time. I felt as if Gabran were trying to warn me about something, but I don't know what or why." 
Sayyed asked, "Do you think it had any connection to this strange feeling you just had?" 
"I wish I knew!" 
"Are the children all right?" Tam asked quietly.

Gabria looked startled at the question. "Yes, I think so. This wasn't a sense of disaster; it was something else. Something almost wicked." 
"Wicked?" Sayyed and Athlone said together.

She nodded. "I know that's no help. I can't explain it any better. " 
"But I didn't feel anything," Athlone said.

"You don't have visions either," Sayyed pointed out. "That seems to be Gabria's special ability." 
The sorceress smiled dryly. "I never thought of that. So what does it mean?" 
Sayyed rolled his eyes heavenward. "Your gods only know." 
"That's what I'm afraid of," Gabria murmured.

* * * * *

Unaware of the disaster behind her, Kelene slowed Ishtak to a trot and sent him clattering between the high stone walls 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 Wylfling rider lying unconscious on the grassy slope. Regretfully he reined his horse to a stop and dismounted to see what he could do to help.

Kelene meanwhile rode on, her eyes on the trail ahead and her ears listening to the ringing of hooves echoing between the rocky walls. When Ishtak reached the three-way fork in the canyon, the girl did not hesitate or bother to check for tracks but sent her horse clambering over the lowest section of the rockfall in the right fork. To her relief, Ishtak scrambled over the tumbled rocks without much difficulty. There on the other side, Kelene saw the hoofprints of at least six or seven horses. They were on the right trail.

Hard on her heels came Rafnir, joined by three other racers. Kelene risked one quick glance back and saw Rafnir and the horsemen coming up behind her. It never occurred to her that the Dangari and the Wylfling were no longer there. She leaned low over Ishtak's tossing 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 slopes of the hills. Kelene felt Ishtak gather himself with a surge of his powerful muscles.

She moved forward on his shoulders and ran a hand down his wet coat. The gelding was drenched with sweat, but he did not seem to be tiring. He galloped forward furiously, passing two horses who were going at a slower pace, their riders saving their animals' strength for the last few leagues.

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

As soon as he left the last slope and reached the level ground, Ishtak extended his body and flew over the grass with long, even strides. Four horses were still in front of him, and Kelene could hear the drumming of many hooves behind. She smiled into the wind, her heart singing with the exhilaration of the race.

As the horses streaked toward the Isin River, Ishtak cut the lead of the front-runners. Nostrils flaring in exertion, he passed three horses until only one ran before him toward the finish. But Kelene knew Rafnir was very close. From the corner of her eye, she could see his red chestnut just to her left.

The racers reached the Isin River and made a broad turn to the south. Kelene, Rafnir, and another rider---an orange-clad Bahedin---were almost neck and neck as they swept along the bank toward the Tir Samod. On either side clansmen galloped, shouting and yelling encouragement, while the people lining the riverbank cheered on their 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 all the way to the finish.

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

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

The Bahedin was still with Rafnir and Kelene, bur his bay was tiring and falling behind. For a minute the two Khulinin were side by side, their horses matched in stride, then Ishtak began to pull ahead, and his nose stretched our past the chestnut's muzzle.

They were almost there---the finish line and the clan judges were just ahead.

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

Crops were not illegal in the race, and Kelene had nothing against 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 his vision 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 instant, the gelding lost 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 their 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 their hero, and a few Khulinin ran forward to get the fallen horses and riders our of the way of the remaining racers.

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

"Are you all right?" one man asked Kelene. At her nod the men left her alone to check on Rafnir's injuries. Kelene sank slowly to the ground by her gelding's front feet and stared in shocked disbelief at 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 lost the Induran in an accident.

She looked up and saw Sayyed, Tam, and her parents hurrying toward her. Kelene pulled herself to her feet and faced her mother, but the ache in her heart proved too much for her self-control. Tears trickled down her cheeks. Gabria opened her arms, and Kelene did not turn away. She felt herself gathered into her mother's embrace and held close while she cried out her pain and disappointment.

"Is he hurt, Mother?" Kelene murmured after a while. "He fell so hard." 
Gabria knew full well who Kelene meant. The girl wouldn't care a fig for Rafnir's well-being. She glanced inquiringly at Tam, who was talking 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 is lucky nothing is broken," she said with a soft smile. "Rub his legs with liniment and rest him. He will be bucking again in a few days." 
"Thank you," Kelene said to both women. She stiffened 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 feelings back under control, unaware that as she did so, her face assumed a blank, almost cold expression. She went back to her horse and gathered his reins.

Behind Kelene, Gabria sighed to herself and let her arms drop. She knew that expression of Kelene's all too well. She had seen it more and more the past few years---a blank set of the face that was as frustrating and unyielding as a stone wall.

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

Gabria almost 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 woman with a crippled foot, she was almost a stranger to them all.

Gabria bit her lip as she watched Kelene limp away, leading the gray gelding. She was not sure she could bear the thought of losing 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 still remained inside. If only she knew how.

* * * * *

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

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

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

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

Koshyn of Clan Dangari returned the greeting. "I didn't Want to interrupt your time at home," he said to Athlone, "but I thought you ought to hear something interesting," 
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. His fair hair was gray and thinning, and the faded pattern of blue dots tattooed on his forehead was almost lost in the weathered brown of his skin. His once athletic body was stockier, slowed by aching joints. But his smile was as infectious as ever. Although not a magic-wielder himself, he was one of sorcery's most influential supporters among the chiefs and one of Athlone's 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 closely Savaron resembled his father. They were so much alike, not only in their tall physical build, their brown hair, eyes, and mustaches, but in their characters as well. 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 gusts of laughter. "Athlone, as a sire, you certainly have thrown true in your son. By Surgart's sword, you couldn't have done better." He wiped his face with his sleeve and grinned again a bit wistfully, thinking of his own sons, dead before they reached manhood. Athlone, he decided, was a very lucky man.

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

"Go on, lad," Koshyn prompted.

The young man tugged at his dirty blue tunic. "I rode in the Induran today, Lord," he said. "At least part of it. Unfortunately, I went with your daughter, Rafnir, and Moreg from Clan Wylfling down a box canyon." 
Athlone nodded. He had already heard about that wrong turn.

"Well, while we were trying to turn around in the canyon, Moreg rode his horse over a big mound. I was the only one who saw the horse fall, so I stopped to help him." He leaned forward, his excitement overcoming his shyness. "Lord Athlone, I've never seen anything like it! His horse stepped through a crust of dirt onto what looks like a roof." 
"A roof?" Sayyed exclaimed.

The Dangari demonstrated by slightly steepling his hands. "A timbered roof like we use in burial chambers. I think we found an old burial mound." 
Athlone leaned forward, his elbows on his knees, his interest piqued. "A burial mound? In a hidden box canyon? How curious!" He paused, mulling over this news. "You said Moreg fell. Is he hurt?" 
"He's got a bad headache, but his clan healer said he'll be fine." The Dangari's face saddened as he added, "The horse snapped its leg; 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 a slow smile. "Of course. Late afternoon, after the council meeting. I thought I might bring some strong men and shovels." 
Athlone returned his smile. "I know some others who might be interested in a little digging." 
"There you are, lad," Koshyn said, slapping his young companion on the shoulder. "Your wrong turn may be propitious after all." 
Pleased, the rider sat a little straighter on his stool and grinned at his chiefs approval.

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

Sayyed rose to his feet. "My lords, if you will excuse me," he said. "It's time 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 felt tents that comprised the large Khulinin encampment. Automatically his feet stepped down slightly onto the bare path that led from the center of the camp. Whistling, he wove his way past playing children, cooking fires, and a few tethered horses coward his own home. 
Two large dogs and a smaller shaggy one lying beside his tent saw him coming and bounded to their feet to bark a vociferous greeting. A lamb and two goats bleated hungrily from a small pen by the entrance. In a wicker cage hanging on an awning pole, a small 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 instant at the sound of all of that barking and bleating. He shook his head and quieted the dogs before he pushed back the wolfskin flap and stepped inside.

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

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

The clans worshipped four deities---Amara, mother of life and birth; her sister Krath, goddess of fate and the darker passions; Sorh, god of death; and Surgart, god of war---but they were not usually fanatical about it and had not tried to force Sayyed to give up his belief in a single 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 his small rug, knelt, and bowed low to the south where the tribes of his father believed the holy 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 ritual gave him comfort.

He hadn't quite finished though, when he suddenly felt disquieted. Something had changed. His peaceful solitude had been interrupted by something or someone. He rose to a kneeling position and turned his head to see Tam standing 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 stiffness in his legs, and finished the final chants of his prayer. Then he slowly pushed himself to his feet.

I'm growing too old, he thought wryly as he stretched and worked the pain from his knees. He had barely time to roll up his rug before Tam grabbed his arm and hustled him back through the camp toward the Goldrine River and the bazaar on the other side.

Sayyed went along willingly, although he wondered what she was up to. In spite of her obvious hurry, Tam hadn't said a word to him. Of course, Tam rarely said anything to anyone. A difficult, sometimes cruel childhood had driven her behind walls of silence that even a loving marriage and maturity had not completely broken down. Sayyed looked across at her lovely, fine-lined features, at her enormous eyes outlined by black lashes and delicate eyebrows, at her mouth pulled to a firm line by determination, and he thought that she had the most expressive face he had ever seen in a woman. She did not need to talk; she could say almost 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 a jig on her back.

Sayyed was pushed to keep up with her as she fairly flew across the narrow bridge to the opposite bank. He chuckled to watch her. Knowing Tam, she had probably found another bird or animal held by one of the numerous merchants that came to the clan gathering. While most women shopped in the bazaar for fabrics, spices, jewelry, utensils, or pottery, Tam prowled the shops looking for animals being misused or abused by the traveling merchants. Whenever she found one, she would acquire the animal and either 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 animal she wished to show him, it was probably in good health.

They hurried on into the marketplace of booths, stalls, 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, jewelry, 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 slackening her pace, she hustled him to a large, richly caparisoned booth on the far edge of the bazaar.

The booth was spacious by any standards, with a roof and walls of brightly painted canvas. One entire wall was rolled up, allowing 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 specialize in anyone ware. There seemed to be a little of everything from all over the civilized world crammed into every available space. Bolts of fabric crowded clay pots and rare glass vessels on shelves; swords and dried herbs hung from the roof; children's toys, helmets, and rugs filled 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 his arm.

The merchant, a huge, pale-skinned Pra Deshian turned, saw her, and beamed. "So you came back for her! I knew you would." 
Her? Sayyed thought. He watched while the merchant went to the back of his tent and came back bearing a large, well-made crate. The man set the box down on a counter in front of Tam and stood back, a smile of satisfaction on his broad face.

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

"She is a beautiful beast, yes?" the Pra Deshian said. "And very rare. I brought her mother, already pregnant, from the city of Macar far to the east. This little one is the last I have left. I sold the mother for a fine price to the Fon of Pra Desh himself.

"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 animal, no matter how much his wife liked it.

The merchant cast a speculative eye at Tam and then at Sayyed, as if weighing his opportunities. Tam had the little creature cradled in her arm and was gently scratching the base of its small, pointed ears. It was pushing its head against her hand and making a faint rattling noise.

"The lady is obviously 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 animal into his arms. He held it up in both hands, and it dangled there watching him with equal curiosity. The creature was a pure shade of white with fur as thick and soft as thistledown. Its legs and tail were long compared to its lean body, and its head was round with a short nose and round, golden eyes. Sayyed decided the animal reminded him of a tiny copy of a cave lion. "What is it?" he asked.

"A cat," the merchant answered proudly. "About half a year old. She is little trouble to keep. She hunts her own food, grooms herself, and walks on her own. All she asks is a warm bed and a loving hand. Both of which I believe your lady has. I do not sell my animals to just anyone, sir. I sell them at any price I choose to people I feel will appreciate them." 
Sayyed regarded his wife mildly. "I don't really have a choice, do I?" 
Tam shrugged, her eyes twinkling---which brought a smile 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 a long minute, she and the little animal stared at one another eye to eye, as if reaching an agreement. Then Tam tensed, closed her eyes, and raised a finger.

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

Gently she tapped the cat's head and spoke for the first time in a soft, singsong 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 staring intently at Tam.

Meow.

A radiant smile lit 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 animals. She has perfected a spell that allows her to understand what an animal is communicating.”

"And she just did that? Here? I didn't see anything!" 
"There isn't much to see. The magic is very subtle and doesn't hurt the animal." 
"But the cat only meowed. She said nothing that I could understand," said the merchant, still perplexed.

"Only other magic-wielders can understand animals that she has spelled." Sayyed reached out and patted the cat. "Unfortunately no one else has been able to copy her spell. Tam has a very strong empathy with animals, and I think that's why she can work this sorcery so successfully." 
"Interesting," 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?" 
"She is willing to stay with me," Tam replied. When she chose to talk, 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 at her. "I am agreeable to that as well. . . for a certain compensation. You cannot use sorcery on my merchandise and expect me to give it 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 clans of the plains, more often being used for jewelry or decoration than money. The clanspeople relied on the barter system. 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 already!

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

The man was startled by the question. "Yes, but what has that to do with this?" 
"Would you consider my services to your animals a fair trade for this one small cat?"

"What sort of services?" the merchant asked suspiciously.

"If I can talk to them, I can learn their problems. Find out who is ailing or hurts, what they need to make them happy. I 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 help against the value of a white cat. His fingers tapped the wooden counter. "I have eighteen horses," he said at last.

"For the cat I will speak to them all," 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 I can't seem to cure, and Ben has been favoring a leg. . . ." Tam said nothing. She scratched the cat's ears and let the man think.

"How do I know you can really understand these animals?" he demanded at last.

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

Sayyed nodded with approval when he saw them. The horses were clean, well fed, and cared-for. He began to think Tam's offer just might be enough to sway the Pra Deshian, who obviously 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 a large gray, she paused. "Ben?" The merchant nodded.

Once again, Tam drew on the magic energy around her, formed her spell 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. Silently Tam pulled her small dagger from the sheath at her belt. 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 a time she smiled and slowly pulled out a sliver of rock that had become wedged out of sight and was bruising Ben's foot. The horse snorted in relief.

The merchant nodded once. "It's a deal." 
Like a child with a treasured gift, Tam swooped up the cat and twirled with it among the horses, the delight shining on her slender face.

The Pra Deshian grinned. "That's quite a woman you have there, clansman." 
Sayyed barely nodded, for his eyes were following 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 intolerable! We cannot have your wife kidnapping any child she sees fit to take!" Fiergan, chieftain of Clan Reidhar, slammed his palm on his knee and glared at the Khulinin from beneath his bristling eyebrows.

Sayyed could see Lord Athlone'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 sitting on a cushion, idly twirling the contents of a horn cup in his hands. Sayyed as his hearthguard, Savaron, and the Khulinin Wer-tain Rejanir, were at his side. 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 herself that day to introduce the Reidhar boy, Bennon, to some of the other children in her care. Lord Fiergan hated arguing with her, and Sayyed knew full well the Reidhar chief was taking advantage of Gabria's absence to expound on his complaint of 'kidnapping.' 
It is a good thing, Sayyed thought to himself, that weapons are not allowed in the council tent during meetings. Half a day of arguing with Fiergan would drive any man to bloodlust.

"I will forgive you this time for accusing Lady Gabria of kidnapping," Athlone said with deceptive mildness. "All the children she has found with the talent to wield magic have been given the choice to remain with their families or foster with us. All have come to our clan willingly to learn under Gabria's tutelage with their parents' permission." 
Lord Fiergan slapped 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, distinctive voice that reached every ear in the tent.

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

Athlone set down his cup, his eyes never leaving Fiergan's face. The burly Reidhar chieftain was red-faced and sweating from the heat, yet he showed no sign of backing down.

Sayyed sighed. It was going to be a long, tense meeting if Lord Ryne didn't exercise his authority as council leader and step in to end this. He had hoped this first day of council meetings would be calm and short. The fifty-three people---chieftains, sons, wer-tains, elders, priests, and priestesses---from every clan had met in the tent early in the day when the air was cool and the day fresh. They had dealt with a few minor problems at first, such as the theft of some of Clan Dangari's valuable breeding stallions by a small band of Turic raiders, the settlement of a dispute over pasture rights between the Shadedron and Ferganan clans, and the final acceptance of the betrothal contract for young Lord Terod of the Amnok clan and the sister of Lord Hendric of Clan Geldring. 
All had seemed well until Lord Fiergan brought up the subject of teaching young magic-wielders. It was afternoon by that time and even with the walls rolled up to allow a breeze, the big tent was uncomfortably hot and full of flies. The men were sweating and tempers were short.

"He is visiting us for only a few days to make up his mind," Athlone was saying. "Of course, if you insist, he will be returned immediately." 
Fiergan glanced at the other men crowded around the tent. "I am only trying to protect my people. How can we be certain that the children you take away really are magic-wielders? We have only Lady Gabria's word for it." 
"And the Hunnulis? Do you call them and my wife deceitful liars?" Athlone asked, his voice cold.

Fiergan's red face paled slightly. An affirmative answer to a question like that could lead to a duel of honor, and Fiergan was not willing to face a warrior like Athlone over swords. "Perhaps not," he said sharply. "Yet we--" 
Before he could go on, Lord Koshyn put up a hand to interrupt him. "Lord Fiergan does bring up a good point," he said in a conciliatory tone. "There have been several children who have shown no signs to us that they can wield magic, yet Lady Gabria says they have the power and that they must learn to control it. I suggest that we devise some sort of test or find a way to prove to everyone's satisfaction that a certain individual can use magic." 
"And even if a person passes such a test, why is it necessary for that person to leave the clan and go to the Khulinin?" asked Lord Dormar of Clan Ferganan.

Athlone replied, "Eventually we hope it won't be. But there are too few magic-wielders in the clans. Right now, Gabria, Sayyed, Tam, and I are the only ones with enough experience to teach. You must remember, the stay is only temporary. We are teaching these young magic-wielders how to use their talent to the best of their abilities with the hope that they will return to their clans to help others whenever they can." 
Lord Sha Tajan nodded. He was the youngest brother and heir of Athlone's old friend, Sha Umar, and he was pleased to help the magic-wielders whenever he could. "Two of my people have come back to us, and I don't know what we'd do without them." 
"But why teach them at all? What if they don't want to leave their families or learn this sorcery?" Fiergan spat out the last word like a foul bit of gristle.

"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 half-smiled, unconsciously 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 always choose not to use it." 
Fiergan snorted. "Sorcery is just like any other heresy against the gods. Once you're a heretic, you're always a heretic." 
"I believe the law calling sorcery a heresy was dropped twenty-three years ago," Koshyn said sharply.

Fiergan subsided back into his seat, grumbling.

At that point, Lord Ryne of Clan Bahedin rose to his feet and said, "The afternoon grows too hot for sensible argument. Let us call a halt to this discussion until tomorrow when we can talk with cooler minds." 
"I agree," Lord Koshyn put in, and he, too, stood. "But before we go, I want to let you know that several of us are riding up to the hills today to take a look at that mound in the canyon. If anyone wants to come, bring a shovel." 
The mood in the tent immediately 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 Ryne officially ended the meeting, the people interested in the expedition hurried away to their camps to get horses and tools.

* * * * *

While their fathers helped organize the large party of clansmen 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 standing thigh-deep in the cool, silty Isin River with her gelding 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 gelding was too tired and sore to be in his usual obnoxious mood, yet he still laid 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 called to his sister.

Kelene didn't answer immediately. She looked up at her big brother and his friend sitting so proudly on their powerful black horses, and she thought how handsome they both looked, so tall 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' qualities---his father's slim, athletic build and his mother's expressive eyes and inner strength---without the burden of sharing with brothers or sisters.
But it wasn't fair 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 almost black, or that his hair was thick and curling, while hers was straight, 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 else's instead of this swarthy, skinny appearance she disdained. 
In that instant 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 fell over it." 
Savaron shrugged off her snappish reply. He had gotten used to his sister's uneasy temperament even if he didn't 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? You can ride with me." 
"Your Hunnuli has enough trouble already 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 already on their way toward the eastern hills.

Kelene rather wistfully watched them go. It would have been interesting to ride out with the men to get a closer 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 felt so sore and bone-tired as she did that afternoon. The race, the hard fall, and the bitter disappointment had taken more out of her than she had imagined. Her leg ached from toe to knee, her head throbbed, and her thigh muscles felt like jelly. Ishtak, 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 their wise way that she would not welcome their advances, but not one would have refused her request. It was simply that she felt 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 obviously had enough of the river and wanted some shade and grass. Kelene didn't argue. The cool water was making her leg ache all the more, and the thought of sitting down was beginning to appeal to her. She hung on to the gelding's lead rope and hobbled as best she could through the water.

The idea of sitting down suddenly reminded her that Gabria had asked her to help with the fosterlings this afternoon. Kelene, feeling a little guilty for forgetting her promise to help two days ago, had agreed. Of course, her mother didn't really need any help. There were seven children, no, eight with the Reidhar boy, from ages eight to fourteen. They were fairly well behaved, and all had chosen to come to Gabria to learn to use their talent, so they were no trouble. The only reason, Kelene decided, that Gabria wanted her there was the hope that her daughter would listen to her teaching and storytelling and perhaps absorb some of the children's enthusiasm.

Kelene knew that was a vain wish. Nevertheless, Gabria was going to tell the children the tale of Valorian, the clans' hero-warrior, and a chance to listen 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 Plains nearly five hundred years ago.

The girl and the horse reached the bank where the ground rose up several feet to a grassy edge, and Ishtak lunged forward to leap up the steep incline. For a person with two healthy legs, the climb up the bank was not difficult. For Kelene it was usually a challenge 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 full weight, collapsed beneath her. With a cry, Kelene fell face first into the muddy bank. Ishtak, tail high and ears forward, trotted stiffly away, trailing his lead rope behind him.

"Sorh take that horse!" Kelene shouted furiously, wiping mud off her face. She struggled painfully to her feet in time to see her gray head out toward the pastures on the far side of the valley.

Well, there's no catching him now, she decided. He would just have to wear that halter 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 all sickened her. It was so unfair. Why did that accident happen to her? She was only trying to help her father. And why of all times did it happen right after her friend, the clan healer Piers Arganosta had died in his sleep? In a twist of bad fortune, Piers's apprentice had been away, and there had been no healer to help set her bones.

Her parents and the horse healer had done their best, but the weight of the stallion falling on her ankle had crushed it beyond their simple skills to straighten. She was lucky, they told her time and again, that she could walk at all. Perhaps that was so, but she couldn't help feeling the resentment that rose like nausea every time she looked at her foot, tried to walk normally, or had to face the pitying looks of other clanswomen.

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

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

She smiled at her own fantasies. If the gods ever took it into their immortal minds to grant her a wish, she would be delighted if they would let her fly. She had always dreamed of sailing on the wind as fast as she could go or soaring out over the tall prairie grass like a falcon on the hunt. Just once, that's all she wanted, just one moment to feel 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 half-mocking, half-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 clan magic-wielders gathered in Moy Tura, the city of the sorcerers, to study and learn. They had known how to use magic to the fullest human potential. Some of the more powerful sorcerers had learned how to alter their forms, heal the sick, or summon the gorthlings from the realm of the dead to do their bidding. Now, though, most of the ancient spells were lost or forgotten, and the few magic-wielders in the clans were trying to learn magic from one old book of spells and a lot of crude trial and error. No, magic could certainly not help her accomplish anything now. It was too unmanageable.

Painfully she climbed to her feet and hobbled back to the Khulinin camp. She saw her mother and Tam and the fosterlings already gathered under a tree, 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 sitting on a leather stool with her beloved Hunnuli mare, Nara, and Nara's filly, Demira, standing just behind her. The children, sitting in a semicircle around her, watched with rapt attention while the sorceress wove the tale of Valorian with magic, words, and images. She used dust from the ground and smoke from a cooking fire to form small pictures in the air before her of Valorian and his black horse, Hunnul. Just beneath the skin of her right wrist, a diamond splinter, the symbol of a full magic-wielder, glowed red with power and emotion.

"Valorian took Hunnul's soft muzzle in his hands and closed his eyes to begin the spell," Gabria was saying. She moved her images to replicate the words.

Kelene was pleased. She had come in time for her favorite part, where Valorian teaches his stallion to communicate. Gabria glanced up and smiled at her as she joined the group; Kelene smiled 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 Nara's filly, Demira, sidle up behind her. While the girl listened in wonder, Demira lowered her nose to a handspan away from Kelene's back, sighed contentedly, and went to sleep.

* * * * *

The sound of hooves ringing on stone echoed around the' long line of clansmen as they rode in single file down the narrow defile. The sun had dropped low enough to leave the canyon in cool shade, which was a welcome relief after the heat of the valley, but no one seemed inclined 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 nervously eyeing the high, enclosing walls over their heads.

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

The clansmen filed in and reined to a halt in a circle around the mound. Silently they studied it: the oblong shape, the weed-grown slopes, the summit that rose over their heads. 
"Well?" lord Athlone said to a priest in red robes. "What do you think of it?" 
The man, a white-haired, fierce-eyed old whiplash of a Jehanan, dismounted without answering and stalked 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 clumps of grass to study what lay beneath. At last he straightened.

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

"Whose is it?" several asked loudly.

"Why is it out here in this forsaken place?" another man shouted.

"May we open it?" others demanded.

Ordan, the priest, held up his hand to quiet them. He was the oldest man in the clans and well-respected for his wisdom and service to Sorh, god of the dead. The men quieted immediately. "I cannot answer all those questions at once," he snapped. "This mound appears to be very old. That's all I can tell 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 shall be done!" said 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 set to work digging at both ends of the mound. Other men cleared away the weeds and grass on the slopes and on the top, looking for any thing-a marker, a sign, a plaque---that would tell them who was buried in this grave.

By clan tradition that dated back hundreds of years, burial mounds of this size were usually built only for special purposes. Sometimes, as in the case of the massacred Corin clan, a mound would be built to bury a large number of people, or for a highly respected priest. Usually, though, the big mounds housed a dead chieftain and all the possessions he would need to maintain his honor and dignity in the realm of the dead. Clan lords had been known to be buried with their horses, dogs, weapons, clothes, household goods, gold, and other personal belongings. If there was a chief within this lone mound, there could be many things in the inner chamber and maybe an invaluable chance to learn more about the clans' past.

With a strength fueled by excitement and curiosity, the clansmen worked feverishly to clear the mound. Rafnir, still sore from his fall in the race, helped pull weeds and clumps of grass. He grinned at his father when Sayyed paused from shoveling to wipe the sweat from his forehead.

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

Sayyed leaned on his shovel and said, "Yes, but we don't really know what's under there. We could damage it with a misplaced spell." 
"And I suppose," Rafnir added, still grinning, "the others would resent being left out of the fun of all this hard work." 
"You're learning," Sayyed said and went back to digging.

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

"Look at this," Ordan said to Lord Athlone. He pointed to the wooden beams that still lay partially covered with dirt. "This is older than I thought. Maybe two hundred years. Whoever built this didn't cap the inner chamber with stone as we do now. This is only a timber-framed roof. It's a wonder that horse didn't crash all the way through." 
The Khulinin chief squatted down to take a closer look. He saw immediately what Ordan meant. The thick, square beams had once supported a slightly 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 most of the men off the top," he suggested.

Just 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, Rafnir, Koshyn, and several other men were clustered around a large hole they had dug into the slope 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 initial hole. When they were finished, the workers stood back to show what they had discovered.

Three stone steps were laid into the ground down to a doorway into the burial 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 his wispy white beard was inches away from a dirt-encrusted pillar. "Give me your dagger," he said to no one in 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 clinging to the stone. In just a few moments he had cleaned off several tunic markings cut into both pillars and two small, intricately inscribed marble tiles inset on both sides of the doorframe. "Interesting," he muttered.

"What? What is it?" clamored the men around him.

The old priest ignored them and, with sharp blue eyes, studied the marks. At his request, several other priests joined him to examine the carvings, but finally they all shook their heads in frustration.

Ordan jabbed a finger at the markings. "These-here and here," he said to the crowded clansmen, "are too old for us to read. I believe they are Clan. They look similar to old tunic signs 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 felt a jab of recognition. "I know what those two tiles are," he exclaimed.

Ordan moved aside so the chieftain could step in and take a closer look.

Athlone pointed to the marble panels. "They're magic wards. This door has been sealed by magic." 
"Heresy," one of the priests muttered under his breath.

In spite of his longevity as a holy man, Ordan was one of the few priests in the clans who had an open mind regarding magic. Unlike most of his counterparts, he was willing to consider the possibility that magic 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 fingers in a sign against evil. Instead he put his fingertips along the almost invisible seam of the door and looked fascinated. "Is it possible to break the seal?" he asked Athlone.

The sorcerer-chieftain considered the tiles for a moment or two. "Probably. They've been weakened by age. But should we? I've never heard of a burial chamber sealed with magic wards. " 
"Neither have I. On the other hand, this appears to date back to the days before the downfall of the sorcerers. We know so little of that time. Perhaps it was accepted to seal some tombs with magic." 
Athlone touched the cool, damp stone with a finger. "Well, I'm willing to try to open it if you are." 
Ordan's thin lips pulled into a rare smile. "My curiosity has gotten the best of me. Break the seals, magic-wielder." 
Hastily the men backed up several 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 natural world. Magic was in the rocks, the earth, the living plants, and it was in the souls of those born with the talent to wield its energy. As he drew magic from the earth at his feet, he felt the energy flow through him, as natural and comforting as his own blood.

He wished he had a diamond splinter such as Gabria's to help him intensify 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 rely on his own strength.

Visualizing exactly what he wanted to do, he focused his spell 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 still potent. Athlone had to send a second, more powerful burst into them before the marble finally cracked and the tiles shattered to dust.

The chieftain leaned against the frame, breathing heavily. “Are you all right?" Koshyn asked at his side.

"Yes." He pushed himself upright. "But if they hadn't been so old and worn, I would never have broken through. Someone wanted to make sure this body was not disturbed." 
Well, let's go see what's in there," someone yelled eagerly, and the men shouted their agreement.

Still weary, Athlone stood aside and let Savaron step in to put his shoulder to the stone door. Together, Koshyn and Savaron heaved against the entrance until the stone groaned and creaked and a black crack appeared along 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!" Kelene shouted in horror, hobbling to her side as the sorceress buried her face in her hands. The children clustered around, clamoring with fear and confusion. The white cat took off like a streak, and Demira neighed a nervous challenge. White-faced, Tam tried to calm the young ones while Kelene and Nara gathered close to Gabria.

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

Gabria was sweating and lightheaded and shuddering uncontrollably. She clasped Kelene's arm with one hand and Nara's leg with the other, too upset to speak.

Kelene responded. "I don't know!" She stared at her mother's stricken face and felt her heart twist. Kelene knew she had pushed aside her love for Gabria many times in 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 Gabria's eyes. "Mother, please! What's the matter?" she cried.

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

Frustrated, Kelene looked to Tam, but she was still distracted by the frightened children. The girl steadied her shaking legs. There was one way to get a partial answer, if she wanted to do it. Kelene had always been sensitive by touch to other people's emotions. She didn't know why she had the ability, and she had never told anyone about it. It was usually something she regarded as painful and a nuisance. This time-, though, fear for her mother overcame her reluctance, and she laid her other hand over her mother's. Opening her mind to her mother's feelings, she concentrated on the touch of her skin against Gabria's. The results were immediate.

"She's not ill. She's terrified," Kelene cried to Tam.

"Terrified of what? Gabria, is this like yesterday? Or the day before?" Tam demanded.

Kelene was surprised. "What are you talking about?" 
"Your mother had a vision two days ago, then a strange experience during the race yesterday. Was this the same thing, Gabria?" 
The sorceress finally nodded. "Only worse. Much worse.

For just a moment I felt a hatred so strong. . . so malevolent. . . . O Mother of All, what was it?" she moaned. 
"I don't know, but I think you'd better lie down. The moment Athlone and Sayyed get back, we have to tell them," Tam insisted. "You're not going to keep it to yourself for a day or two like you did the vision." 
Gabria drew a long, ragged breath to steady her voice and let go of Kelene and Nara. "Yes, we'll tell them. But. . . I don't want to lie down. The feeling is passing." She smiled reassuringly at the children around her. "Why don't we go on with the story? It will take all our minds off this for a while." 
Kelene and Tam eyed her with some disbelief, but Gabria composed herself. Although her face was pale and there was a tremor in her hands, she took up the tale of Valorian where she had left it. The children settled back down, looking relieved. 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 intensity had left her badly shaken. If it had touched her so deeply, how must it have affected Gabria? She hoped when her father returned they could discover the cause of these strange attacks. Her mother did not deserve such terror.

* * * * *

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

"Stop there," Ordan ordered. "Let the air within freshen before we open the door fully." When they all tried to peer into the interior, they could see nothing beyond the small patch of light in the entrance. The darkness beyond the portal was complete.

Overcome perhaps by the silence of the tomb and the closeness of death, the men fell quiet, their eyes riveted on the empty opening. For a long while no one moved. Then Ordan slowly raised his arms 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 stirred and muttered among themselves, feeling slightly better now that they had appeased Lord Sorh.

"Open it now," Ordan commanded.

Savaron and Koshyn obliged, and the stone door swung fully open. Several torches were passed around, then Ordan stepped into the burial chamber. The other priests and several chieftains slowly 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 clan tradition of stone walls, dirt floor, and a shallow timbered ceiling. The walls were dirty and stained with moisture, and a heavy smell of mold and rot permeated the air. Those who were expecting to find a large trove of objects were disappointed, for the room was virtually empty. There was only a single stone sarcophagus sitting on a platform in the center of the chamber and a pitifully small pile of personal items lying on the platform. There were no weapons, no bags of salt or dishes for food, no trappings befitting a chieftain-nothing to reveal 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 still quite a few waiting for their turn to come in.

"Not much,” replied Lord Terod. Disappointed, he and several 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 disappointed at the lack of things to see.

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

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

The Khulinin warrior picked up a small comb from the pile on the platform. "There's so little here. A respected chieftain or priest is always buried with his belongings. It looks like this man was given only a few grudging tokens." 
"An interesting observation, young man. Tell me what else you notice." 
"The walls have been painted," Rafnir spoke up. He held a torch up close to one wall. "Most of it has flaked off, but you can still see bits of color through the dust and mildew. I think it's red." 
"What do you make of all this?" Athlone asked Ordan.

"Precious little. I've never seen anything like this. The red paint on the walls indicates this was probably a priest of Sorh, but there are no items of his office, no staff, no prayer scrolls, no jars of incense. Your son is likely right---this man was thoroughly disliked." He peered around at the walls and went on. "What I 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. I do not want to disturb the body." 
Savaron, Rafnir, and two others stepped forward, lifted the heavy slab off the top of the stone box, and gently set it on the ground by the platform.

"Good gods!" exclaimed Athlone. "Why did they do that?" 
Inside the sarcophagus lay a large, full-length wooden coffin. Its lid was nailed with heavy iron spikes and chained with thick bronze links at both ends. On top of the wood lid was carved a string of ten runic letters similar to the ones on the doorframe.

One of the young men tried to shove the chain off one end of the coffin. To his dismay, the chain was also nailed 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 strength that the coffin slid toward him and slammed against the stone. The wooden lid, rotten and weakened by time and moisture, cracked at one end.

"There is no need to open the coffin," Ordan said harshly. "It is best left alone." 
The young man looked guilty. "Why? Don't you want to know who's in it?" 
The old priest shook his head. "No. Any man sealed in his tomb with magic and nailed in his coffin is best left undisturbed." 
"I agree," Athlone said, staring at the chained box.

The men glanced at one another and saw the same uneasy look on all their faces.

"I want this mound sealed shut again. Rebury it. There is nothing here for us," said Ordan.

Savaron glanced outside. "That will take hours and it's almost dark. Could it wait until morning?"
Ordan nodded his assent and silently left the burial chamber. The rest of the men hurried after him into the open air. The meadow was filling 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.

"We'll 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 mystery. More than a few clansmen muttered a prayer to stifle the fear that chilled them. They rode away hurriedly without looking back, leaving the opened grave to the mercy of the night.

* * * * *

The canyon fell deathly still. Nothing moved. No living creature set foot within its boundaries. Night passed slowly into the deep, chilled hours before dawn.

Within the mound, darkness as black and thick as ink filled the chamber much as it had for over two hundred years. But, something was different now. The seals that had shut out life, light, and air were broken; the heavy stone lid of the sarcophagus was lying on the ground; the wooden coffin itself, so carefully built and nailed shut, was cracked. For the first time since the coffin had been sealed, fresh air was leaking 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 small hole in the mound's roof to shine into the darkness of the chamber. As the moon rose higher, the pale shaft of light moved until it came to rest on the coffin directly below.

Something began to stir. A faintly luminous wisp of air curled from the crack in the coffin. It hung almost hesitantly between the stone and the wood before it wafted upward. More followed it like a thin, reddish smoke. The glowing air writhed and twisted about the moonbeam, slowly rising toward the ceiling. The mist began to pour our faster, as if encouraged by the fresh air and the light. Soon it filled the whole chamber with a ghastly phosphorescence.

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

Another tendril of red mist began to creep out of the crack in the coffin. This one was darker and thicker; it spilled over the edge of the sarcophagus like a heavy scream of fog. Silently a shape took form from the dark mist. As tall as a man and as nebulous as smoke, it hovered by the platform drawing the last of its substance from the coffin. Then it deliberately moved toward the chamber's entrance. At the door the reddish form paused and extended a part of itself 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 as it had formed.

The mist left in the tomb began to settle. By dawn it was gone, leaving only a barely discernible coating of red dust over everything in the chamber. The coffin rested in its stone housing, as still and enigmatic as death.

CHAPTER THREE
By late morning, the clansmen had returned to the canyon. A small party of ten, drawn from the Khulinin, Dangari, and Jehanan clans, came clattering into the box canyon with spades and orders to rebury the mound. There were no chieftains, priests, or elders among them since the council was meeting again to debate the difficult subject of magic and the training 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 gathering. They started shoveling 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 their saddlebags.

Four men went to the entrance. Priest Ordan had specifically 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 is that stench?" 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 air." 
"He should be dust and bones by this time. Let's just get the lid on and get out of here," a third man replied.

In complete agreement, the four clansmen walked around the sarcophagus, not noticing 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 slid 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 a loud crack; the lid split in half and fell with a cloud of dust into the box.

In dismay, the men stared at the lid then at each other. It was one thing to open a tomb and look inside; it was another thing entirely to deface the contents.

The Khulinin, a young warrior named Ritan, threw up his hands in disgust. "Now what do we do? Tell Ordan?" 
"Not on your sword belt, we don't," the fourth man said. A thin-faced Jehanan who was already in his chieftain's bad graces, he was not going to aggravate anyone else in authority, especially a priest. "We'll just leave it. After all, we're going to rebury the mound. No one will see it." 
"But the sarcophagus must have a new lid," the Dangari said worriedly.

"Why? That body isn't going anywhere," replied Torel the Jehanan.

One man gave a sharp, nervous laugh. "You're right. What the priests don't know won't hurt us. Let's just get out of here." 
The Dangari nodded reluctantly. 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 small jade box, a horn comb decorated with silver, and a slim flask embellished with garnets from the belongings on the platform and slipped them into the pouch hanging from his belt.

His eyes glittering with amusement, he went outside and helped close the door of the chamber. The four men immediately began to shovel dirt over the stone steps and doorway before anyone else asked to see the inside of the chamber. They were so busy, they didn't pay attention to the red-colored dust that clung 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' council was finally ending for the day.

Torel saw his chief leaving the tent and turned his horse away before Lord Sha Tajan 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 slipped into the' tent, pulled the jade box, the comb, and the flask out of his pouch and laid 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 simple box with a fitted 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 casually.

Torel tried to keep his face expressionless. "These items belonged to my wife's 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 clansman's flimsy story for an instant. The Pra Deshian, though, kept up with the news of the clans and had an excellent idea where the man actually 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 I have some of those items you need." 
Torel's face lit up. The bartering began and ended fairly quickly to each man's satisfaction. When the Jehanan left bearing his goods, the proprietor quickly wrapped up his prizes and put them away. There was no point displaying 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 cloth was a peculiar shade of red, almost like dried blood. There was dust on his hands as well. He studied the cloth momentarily, then dismissed it when Tam walked in to visit his horses. He tossed the cloth under the counter and went to greet her like an old friend.

* * * * *

Torel's companions were having such a good time, they did not notice he'd left. They were still laughing and talking as their horses splashed into the river for a well-deserved drink.

Just across the water, Lords Athlone and Koshyn came out of the council tent, feeling 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 saluted promptly, his eyes seemed to look everywhere but at his chief’s face.

"Is it done, lad?" Koshyn asked.

"Yes, Lord. We finished it a while ago." 
"Good work." 
"Thank you, Lord," he said hastily, riding off before Koshyn could ask him anything else.

Athlone watched him go. "Did he seem a little 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. I just hope they finished the job before they started celebrating." 
"We could send someone to check." 
Lord Koshyn nodded. "Good idea." 
Both chiefs picked up their weapons from the pile left guarded by the entrance and began to walk slowly toward the camps. Athlone stretched his arms and groaned, "Gods' truth, I'm tired. I thought Fiergan would never give up on that kidnapping accusation against Gabria." 
Koshyn laughed. "The man could argue a gorthling to death. I suppose he'll come up with something equally as perverse tomorrow. Speaking of Gabria," he said, "how is she? I heard she's had a few strange turns lately." 
"Very strange. Truth is, I'm worried. We talked for a long time last night and could find no real answer. She is certain her brother was trying to warn her of something in a vision she had three days ago. She thinks these sudden feelings of dread and fear she's had since are somehow connected. We just can't figure out how." 
Koshyn whistled softly. "I didn't know she'd had another vision." 
"Of the Corin massacre again," Athlone said grimly. They reached the edge of the grove and stopped at the last pool of shade.

Koshyn mulled over that news. "I can't believe that was really her brother. Spirits don't leave the realm of the dead. Maybe she had a premonition of some unknown danger that revealed itself as something familiar?" 
The Khulinin chief shrugged in frustration. "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. I don't think he can help," said Athlone, his tone short.
Koshyn understood his friend's reluctance. After so many years of dealing with prejudice and hatred, especially among the priesthood, it was difficult for any of the magic-wielders to believe that a few of the clan priests were making an effort to accept them. "You may be underestimating him, Athlone. Talk to him. If nothing else, he may give you a different perspective on Gabria's vision." 
“I’ll think about it," Athlone said reluctantly. He clapped his friend on the back and suddenly grinned. "How about a shady seat and a cool drink?"

Koshyn's blue eyes lit with pleasure. "My thoughts exactly." 
The two chiefs walked to the Khulinin camp and were soon taking their ease under the awning of Athlone's big tent. 
Late afternoon slowly mellowed 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 meal, men, women, and children of all ages swarmed to the council grove for the competitions between bards, both apprentice and master, from all eleven clans. It was always a long, exciting night, and it gave the clanspeople an opportunity to hear many of the tales known among the clans. Some were old, beloved stories of the clans' deities; some were more recent tales about Lady Gabria and her battle with the gorthling. The Khulinin bard, to the delight of his audience, told Gabria's tale of Valorian. When he was through, he rose to the sound of thunderous applause and bowed to Gabria in her seat among the chieftains.

All the bards had brought their musical instruments, and as soon as the story and poetry competitions were over, the singing and music began. The space in front of the musicians was filled by dancers of every age, who reveled in the wild whirling tunes from the pipes and the slower, throbbing I;>eat of the drums. The dancing and music lasted far into the night, long after the prizes had been awarded and the children put to bed. When the final bard bowed to exhaustion, the light of dawn was streaming over the eastern hills.

The fifth full day of the gathering had begun.

The morning passed quietly since many of the clanspeople slept later than normal. By midday when the council reconvened, the day's heat wilted what little activity was stirring. The camps were almost lifeless as people dozed in their tents or splashed in the shallows of the rivers.

As soon as the council meeting was over, Sayyed hurried back to his tent. He tucked his hammock under his arm 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 at every opportunity.

He had the opportunity now and planned to take full advantage of it. Tam was busy helping 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 council meeting. He was ready for a well-deserved nap.

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

He was just about to close his eyes when something small landed with a thump on the middle of his chest: Tam's cat. With a sound of contentment, she curled up on his tunic, her eyes half closed, her paws curled daintily under her chest. 
Sayyed scratched her ears and let her stay. She was an odd animal, he thought, not at all obedient or willing to please like a dog. She walked on her own, as regal as a priestess, granting her affection to those few she deemed worthy. He, obviously, was acceptable. He had to admit he didn't mind. There was something very appealing 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 asleep.

"Father!" 
Sayyed heard his son's voice from far away and chose to ignore it. The arms of sleep were too comfortable.

"Father! Wake up." 
The voice was closer now and insistent. Sayyed hoped Rafnir would see he was sleeping and go away.

"Father, please! I need help!" 
The desperation in the words snapped the bonds of rest and brought Sayyed wide awake. He sat up in the hammock, still holding the cat, and saw Rafnir walking toward him from the meadows. His son was trying to carry someone over his shoulder.

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

The Khulinin clan healer, Gehlyn, was napping in his tent with his door flap wide open, so they brought the young man in and laid him down on an empty pallet. The healer woke immediately. He was an unexciting man in appearance, of medium height with an ordinary build, thinning brown hair, and a preference for dull colors. But what he lacked in visual appeal, he made up for in medicinal skill. He had been chosen and trained by Piers Arganosta, the finest healer in the clans, and his talent, persistence, and caring enhanced that training to a rare ability.

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

Rafnir answered hurriedly, "We were out in the meadows looking at a horse he wanted when he suddenly fell over. Just like this." 
Gehlyn frowned. "Had he been feeling ill before? Did he cry out as if in pain? Or complain of anything?" 
"Well, no . . . he didn't. . . I . . ." 
Sayyed realized 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 arm with a steadying pressure and said, "Try to think. What has he been doing today?" 
The hand on his arm was what Rafnir needed to settle his dismay. "He didn't do much today at all. 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 all night dancing." 
"All night, huh?" the healer grunted. "Then walking around the fields in this heat? Could be exhaustion or heat-fever. He does seem to be very hot." He lifted Ritan's eyelids, checked the inside of the warrior's mouth and throat, and felt the glands under his jaw. "Hmm. I don't like this." 
"What?" Rafnir demanded.

"There are small boils in his mouth and lumps here and here." He pointed to places under Ritan's jaw. Sitting back on his heels, he pursed his lips. "You'd better leave him here so I can watch him." 
The worry deepened on Rafnir's face. "Will he be all 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. We'll go tell his family." 
The healer waved without answering. His plain features 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 healer 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 delirious frenzy. The lumps in his neck enlarged, and others appeared in his armpits and groin, and developed into hard, poisonous swellings that caused him to thrash with pain whenever they were touched. The boils spread over his body from head to foot in reddish yellow pustules that burst and seeped a foul liquid. The only blessing Rafnir could see when he came to visit 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 healer was welcomed, but the noisy conversations in 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 a fine young warrior but for the grief his son must be feeling. Then his head jerked up and his skin grew cold as Gehlyn went on to say, "I've been talking to some of the other healers, and we've 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 noticeably paler. "They have been bedridden since last night with fevers. One is unconscious." 
Shahr above all! Sayyed said to himself. Rafnir had been with Ritan when he was stricken and visited him several times before the warrior died. Could his only child catch this strange illness? His fingers unconsciously clenched into fists.

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

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

"It is definitely a disease, not heat-fever or a bodily injury as I first thought. Unfortunately, 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 realized the possible import of what Gehlyn was telling them.

"Is it contagious?" Sayyed asked for them all.

Gehlyn threw up his hands. "I don't know. I found out these four men entered the burial chamber when the grave mound was covered over. Perhaps that is significant. No one else has yet fallen ill." 
The clansmen looked at one another worriedly, the same thought on all of their minds. Most of them had helped dig out the burial 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 his fist on a shield to draw the men's attention and said, "I suggest we end for the day and each chief return to his clan. Check your people. If anyone is ill, report it to the healers. 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 their separate ways to the eleven different camps.

By that evening, Ritan's family had given him a quick burial, and Gehlyn learned that no one else but the three sick men had more than the normal aches or sniffles or monthly pains. He and every other healer prayed that might be the extent of their troubles.

For two more days the gathering continued as usual while the healers, priests, and chieftains anxiously waited. Then at noon on the third day, the two Dangari died. Torel, the thin faced Jehanan, followed them to the realm 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 medicinal herb or poultice or powder.

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

That night, the chiefs and clan members of the Dangari and Jehanan clans, along with Lord Athlone and Lady Gabria, gathered in the meadows around a large pyre where the three bodies -lay with their personal belongings. Relatives brought bags of salt, loaves of bread, and small gifts to send with them to the realm of the dead, and Lords Sha Tajan and Koshyn laid weapons at their sides. 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 flames igniting 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 realm of Sorh leaving behind only memories and an ache in her heart. 
She felt Athlone's arm go around her waist, and she leaned into his protective warmth. At least she hadn't had any more of those hideous feelings 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 all be over, and things could return to normal.

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

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

"I thought I . . . 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 faintly illuminated by the light of a dying half-moon. "What?" he asked.

Gabria squinted hard into the night, but whatever she had seen was gone. "It was there!" she insisted 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 overwhelming rush of dread, Gabria suddenly knew that the vision of her brother, the feelings of dread she had experienced, and this sighting of a half-seen fearsome light were somehow connected. The fear and tension that had been churning inside of her since the day of her vision burst loose, and she hid her face in Athlone's shoulder. Her tears wet his tunic and leather vest; her shuddering sobs shook his whole body. He cradled her close and silently 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 with icy claws into Athlone's mind. Gabria had been right too many times in the past to ignore her warnings as foolish imaginings. If she insisted some evil was lurking in the night, it was. But by all the gods, what was it? And what were they going to do about it?

He glanced at the guard by his side 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 steeled himself to leave the crowd of clanspeople and walk out into the darkness. His arm still around Gabria, he led her silently away from the pyre, the guard walking close by her other side.

The hearthguard drew his sword as they stepped out of the light. The rustling sound of leather and the rattle of his mail shirt drew Gabria's attention. She wiped her face with the sleeve of her blue tunic, took a long breath of the warm night air, and laid her hand on his arm. "You won't need that. Whatever hides in 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 strange form again that night. But she knew it was there, somewhere, waiting beyond sight for something she could not understand. She managed to hide her anxiety by the time they returned to their tent and was able to smile 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, sitting by a small lamp and mending Ishtak's halter, noticed the odd glitter in her mother's eyes and the tight lines of tension around her mouth. Gabria was still awake and standing by the open door flap, staring out into the darkness, when Kelene was ready to sleep. Kelene hesitated, then in a rare gesture, she quickly hugged her mother good night.

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

Kelene slipped into her blankets with a sigh and for a long while watched her mother standing motionless by the open flap.
* * * * *
"Lord Athlone!" Gehlyn's shout from outside startled everyone in the tent awake. Kelene sat up, wondering if they had slept only a few minutes. Her mother was still standing by the door, and the lamp on the clothes chest was still lit. Then she noticed the pale light of dawn glimmering outside and felt the coolness of early morning.

"Lady Gabria!" Gehlyn called again. "Is Lord Athlone awake?" 
"I am," the chieftain called sleepily. He rose and stretched as Gabria and the hearthguard outside moved away from the entrance so the healer could enter. The three younger ones got up also and stared curiously when Gehlyn and Savaron dashed into the tent. One look at their faces told everyone there was bad news.

"The other six men who reburied the mound have come down with the sickness," the healer said without preamble. "All of them fell ill during the night." 
Gabria's face turned deathly pale. As if preparing for battle, she silently tied up her hair and began to gather her small 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 sick with a high 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 I tell them what is happening?" questioned the healer.

Athlone stifled a curse. If the merchants were told that a deadly and possibly virulent 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 illness 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, tell 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 themselves unknowingly. "With a speed bordering on fury, he buckled on his belt 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 saluted and hurried out.

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

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

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

Before then, "plague" had always 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 history of the clans had a devastating disease struck at the entire population. Each clan had its share of influenza, yellow fever, or the red rash Piers Arganosta had called measles. But the semi-nomadic clans were often widely scattered and on the move. An epidemic had never caught up with them---until this gathering.

That day, under a hot, dry, clear sky, the clans learned for the first time the terrible reality of a plague.

In the morning the situation did not appear to be out of hand. The six men who had fallen ill---two Jehanan, a Dangari, and three Khulinin---were brought to a spare tent set up away from the other camps. The healers 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 well 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, including the merchants, that there was no reason to expect the worst.

The lords were still gathered in the council tent at noon when several girls brought jugs of cooled water and wine and platters of food for the busy chiefs.

Lord Morbiar of Clan Wylfling was the first one to reach for the water. He grabbed a jug and drank almost frantically. "By the fires of Gormoth, 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 at once he swayed and staggered, then collapsed unconscious to the floor.

No one in the tent moved. Horrified, they stared at him, seeing clearly for the first time that the disease had gone beyond the bounds of the ten young men and was striking into the heart of the clans.

In that stricken moment, the healer from Clan Ferganan burst into the tent and cried frantically, "Lords, I have two women with the fever. What do I do with them?" 
Before anyone could speak or react, Lord Athlone said, "Bring them here." 
The other chiefs looked at him as if he had lost his mind. "What for?" demanded Lord Fiergan.

"This plague is spreading," Athlone answered as calmly as he could. The other men winced at the word "plague," for it was the first time anyone had spoken it aloud. "We need to contain it quickly and get the victims away from the healthy. The only tent large enough to hold the eleven people we have now is this one, and there will probably be more sick to come. Clean it out, set it up as a hospital, and keep everyone but the healers away." 
"I think we should leave," Lord Terod said, his voice loud with nervousness. "There are none in my clan sick 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 clan is stricken? How would you deal with the sick while you're on the move? How could your healer take care of them by himself? What if you came in contact with a caravan or a band of Turics and spread the sickness to other people?" 
"You're assuming my clan already has the disease!" 
"How do you know they don't? Look at 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 I see no reason to stay here and risk dying!" 
Athlone strode up to him, his expression as unyielding as a granite wall. "I see many reasons! We cannot split up. Not now. We have to fight this together. Join our minds and our healers and our prayers to find a cure. If you leave, where will you go? We are surrounded by leagues of emptiness! If your clan is out on the trail somewhere, dying for lack of help, and we find a way to stop this disease, we might not be able to reach you in time!" 
From his position near Lord Athlone, Sayyed saw the war of indecision on young Terod's face---fear of the plague if he stayed, terror if it caught his clan alone out on the empty plains, and a flicker of hope that they just might find a cure. Sayyed understood how he felt. Anxiety for Rafnir had preyed relentlessly on his mind since Ritan had died. He wanted more than life itself to get his family out of the path of the deadly pestilence, but he knew Lord Athlone was right. Their only hope was to stay together and look for some means to stop the epidemic.

The other men seemed to accept that, too. They stirred and nodded among themselves, the immobility of shock wearing off as they realized 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 I am posting guards around my camp. No one goes in or out without my permission." He turned on his heel and left. 
"Actually that's not a bad idea," Koshyn said, moving to help the fallen Morbiar. "We should postpone the rest of the gathering activities and limit movement of our people until we see how far this disease is going to spread." 
His suggestion was immediately accepted, and within the hour, the vast, busy gathering began to take on the appearance of a besieged encampment. The council tent had been cleared of the rugs, cushions, and trappings of a meeting place to make way for the sick. The race grounds, the shallows where the women gathered to chat and wash laundry, and the meadows where the children liked to play were all empty. Armed men guarded the camps' perimeters and patrolled the virtually empty bazaar. Only the outriders who rode guard on the herds grazing in scattered pastures along the valley were allowed 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 island of the Tir Samod to pray for aid from the deities. That day, and through the coming days, their fires burned within the temple of standing stones, and their voices were heard in an unending chant of supplication.

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

Sayyed was helping several other men haul water to a large barrel for use by the healers when he heard a small, feminine voice calling his name. He hesitated, peering into the thick twilight. The unfamiliar voice spoke in his mind in the manner of the Hunnuli.

Then he heard a yowling noise. Sayyed! He saw a flash of white, and a small creature charged from the grass to his boots. It meowed sharply. Come! Come! the voice cried in his thoughts. She needs you.
In a flash 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 so upset, he paid little attention to them or to the two Hunnuli standing by the tent. Tam's black horse was perfectly still, his head held high in distress. Afer, Sayyed's stallion, neighed 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 his wife could get sick.

Yet there she lay on their pallet, her face scarlet with the heat of her body, tears welling 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 hoarsely when he knelt by her side. "Do not come near me. 
He ignored her pleas and gently pushed her back onto their bed. Using a handy cloth, 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 frantically as if trying to reassure her mistress.

"Maybe it's something else," Sayyed said desperately. "A cold, bad food, or an insect bite. Spider bites always 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 skin and in the swellings under her jaw. "Then you know what I have to do," he said, his voice breaking.

Her chin trembled. "What you must."
Never in his life had Sayyed had to do anything so difficult as pick up Tam's slight form and carry her in his arms from their tent. She clung to him while he walked slowly down the path, the two Hunnuli close behind. Neither one could find the words they wanted to say. The Khulinin guards at 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 blindly he bore his wife down to the council tent and into the dimly lit interior. Three rows of pallets had been laid down for the sick, and a fire was burning in the central hearth. The four healers on duty were so busy caring for their patients they did not notice Sayyed come in.

With shaking hands he laid Tam on a pallet beside the tent wall. He knew he had only a moment to say something to her before one of the healers saw him and forced him to leave, but how could he put twenty-three years of friendship and love into a few meager words? This woman had saved his life, loved him, borne his son, and given him a world of laughter and joy. How could he leave her here alone 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 nestling into the blanket by Tam's shoulder. Just outside the canvas walls the two Hunnuli nickered to her.

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

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

CHAPTER FOUR

Kalene woke in the middle of the night feeling 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 single hand lamp. She blinked her eyes and dazedly wondered why she was so hot.

Her blanket was soaked with sweat, and something heavy lay pressed against her left side.

All at once she sat up, her heart pounding. Coren had crawled onto the pallets beside her that evening and fallen asleep. At some time he had rolled over almost on top of her. He looked strangely flushed in the dim light of the lamp, so Kelene laid her hand on his damp forehead. It was the first time she had ever tried her empathic touch on a sick person. The results shocked her. She could sense the symptoms of Coren's illness as clearly as his fear and confusion.

"Mother!" she cried.

Her voice woke everyone in the tent. Gabria rushed to her feet and hurried to kneel by Kelene's side. Coren was half awake and breathing rapidly. "My throat hurts, Mama," he mumbled.

Kelene eased out from under him and gently stretched him out on the pallet. "His temperature is rising," she said to her mother, trying to keep the fear from her voice for Coren's sake. "His throat is starting to swell, and he's losing consciousness fast. You'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 I can't find a single healing spell," she cried softly. "I don't know what I can do." 
"There's got to be something we can try," Kelene insisted. "Maybe we could wrap him in damp blankets to lower his temperature." 
Athlone and Lymira came to kneel by Coren's side, their faces deeply worried. "Perhaps we could transfer some of our strength to Coren to help his body fight the disease," Athlone offered.

Gabria considered that. Magic-wielders used a combination of mental and physical strength to control the power of magic. They often joined their strength together to maintain difficult spells, but Gabria had never tried giving her energy to a much smaller, weaker person who was unable to control his own power. She didn't know what to expect. She could only hope that the combination of the added strength and lower body temperature would give Coren the help he needed to beat the disease invading his body.

She nodded at last, without lifting her eyes from her son's face. ''It's worth a try." 
Kelene 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 sleep.

Ever so carefully Gabria laid her fingers on Coren's head and trickled some of her own considerable strength through her fingertips into the boy's body. Athlone and Lymira watched and waited, while Kelene kept her hands pressed flat to Coren's arm, her eyes closed as if concentrating on something only she could hear.

The spell seemed to work at first. Coren's breathing slowed and the fiery red in his cheeks faded to a dull flush. Kelene opened her eyes, looked up at Gabria, and smiled. Then her smile slipped. "His heart is beating faster," Kelene whispered.

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

"Mother, stop!" Kelene cried at once. "Stop! He can't take it." 
Gabria yanked her fingers away and stared in dismay at her son. His pulse slowed down to normal, 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 couldn't tolerate the added strength. It was making his heart work too hard." 
Lymira looked at her older sister with some surprise. "How did you know that?" she asked quietly, but Kelene only glanced at her distracted parents and shook her head.

A bitter silence filled the chief’s tent. The family stared at one another in a confusion of anxiety and dismay. No one knew what to say in the face of their disappointment. 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 first move.

Gabria's own mind felt paralyzed. "I won't take him down there," she whispered finally.

"We have to," said Athlone. The hard truth trembled on the edge of his voice. 
Gabria shuddered as if shaking off his words. "No!" 
"Gabria, there is no choice. We tried, but we can't stop his fever. Now we have to keep the disease from spreading." 
"It already has!" 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 also knew that, so far, not one person had recovered from this disease. Every instinct in her screamed not to abandon her little boy to the council tent.

Her chin lifted. "Then I will take him," she said quietly, "and I will stay with him." 
Lymira gasped with dismay. Kelene looked wildly at their 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 hospital. There are over forty sick people by now and more coming every day. The healers are being overwhelmed," she said, her voice soft and full of resignation. "They need help. If I go, I can give Coren and Tam the attention they need and do what I can to aid the healers." 
"You won't be able to come back here right away," Athlone reminded her.

"Mother, you can't go'" Lymira cried. Tears trickled down her fair face, and her eyes were enormous in the dim light.

Gabria touched her cheek. "I'll be all 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 a loop on the tent pole, draped it over her shoulders, and pushed aside the flap.

Gabria gave her daughters a smile of love and encouragement and, with Athlone at her side, walked out into the darkness. Nara and Eurus left their customary places by the tent to come with them. Silently Athlone and Gabria made their way down the empty paths toward the council grove. The night was muggy and warm, and lightning flickered on the northern horizon. Coren lay still, 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 alone with her son. She was staring at Coren's face when, without warning, the two Hunnuli neighed a furious challenge.

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

In one motion, 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 magical energy searing past the horses toward the phantom figure. The bolt lit up the grass with its radiance as it streaked toward its target. It struck the form dead-center, only to pass through and explode harmlessly on the ground behind it.

The ghastly form emanated a sound like harsh laughter and vanished, leaving behind a putrid smell of rotten carrion. The men came to a stop by Gabria.

"Gods above!" One of the guards exclaimed. "What was that thing?" 
Gabria didn't answer. She had never seen a thing like that before. "Did you recognize that form?" she 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 that it was evil. She had sensed a powerful cognizance in that brief moment of visibility and had felt an almost palpable aura of hate and obsession that sent her senses reeling. 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 clanspeople. There had to be more than just coincidence that the form and the epidemic had appeared at the same time.

She glanced at Athlone as he slid his sword back into its sheepskin scabbard and saw the angry, thoughtful lines on his face. He must have reached a similar 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 at that late hour there were people moving about the grove, some bringing in more supplies or more sick, some merely waiting for news of their loved ones. A sad, wrenching undertone of moans, cries of pain, and soft wailing 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 jewels of her eyes to the love and courage he always found there. "I will do what I can," he said simply.

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

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

Too much had changed for the worse since the tent had been transformed into a hospital. Forty-seven people of all ages now lay on pallets in several long rows. The clan healers had been working in shifts nonstop, but they were too few to keep up with the endless task of helping so many seriously ill people. The tent was a mess of discarded rags, bandages, dirty blankets, old poultices, and buckets brimming with indescribable contents. The combined heavy smells of blood, vomit, torch smoke, and burning incense struck Gabria's nose in a raw stench. A few of the sick were crying, many were unconscious, and judging from the still, covered forms lying at one end of the tent, some were already dead. Worse, Gabria saw two of the healers, one Jehanan and the other a Wylfling, lying among the sick.

She was looking for a place to put Coren when Gehlyn came hurrying past the pallets. "Lady Gabria, please. Give me your son and leave. I will do what I can for him." 
She took a close look at the healer's face and was deeply concerned by what she saw. "You can barely take care of yourself, Gehlyn. Have you had any sleep or food?" 
He grimaced. "I'm not hungry." 
"You're not well, either!" 
"I can still care for the sick," he said forcefully, even though he looked like he could barely stand.

"So can I," Gabria returned mildly. "I am not leaving my son alone here." 
"But, Lady. . ." 
She shook her head. "Victims are coming faster than the healers can handle. You need help." 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 dismay slipped out at the sight 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 piteously.

Gehlyn picked up a scrap of cloth and moved to clean up the blood, but Gabria plucked the rag from his fingers. Kneeling by Tam's side, she swallowed hard to force down her tears and gently wiped away the blood and vomit.

Tam's eyes flickered open once, and a ghostly smile crossed her lips. Then she sighed and slipped again 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. "We've tried everything," he groaned. "Every powder, poultice, infusion, 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 slight relief is a plant from the north called 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 angelica, and it seems to ease the fever for a short while, but we are almost out of our supply." 
"Show me where it is," Gabria said tersely.

The healer hesitated while he tried to think of some way to get her to leave, then, with a weary shrug, he decided it was too late. The healers did need help badly, and besides, it was very difficult to win an argument against Lady Gabria. He picked a way through the mess of debris, belongings, and pallets and led Gabria to the fire pit in the center of the tent. A small cauldron was simmering over a low bed of coals tended by a sleepy young apprentice.

Gehlyn picked up a pitifully small handful of dried leaves and small white flowers. "This is all there is." 
Without a reply, Gabria took them from his hand and went outside the tent. Gehlyn followed curiously. He watched while she pulled several handfuls of grass and put them in a pile by the entrance.

When she was satisfied, Gabria came to kneel by the pile. She laid the angelica down beside it and stayed there studying the small white flowers, the thick stalks, and the leaves. The flowers had a faint, honey like fragrance, and the stalk had a sweet, hardy flavor that reminded Gabria of anise.

As soon as she was certain that she knew the plant well enough, she closed her eyes and began to pull in the forces of magic around her. Her words formed a spell that shaped the magic to her bidding; her strength of will put the spell 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 heap of angelica.

"It's not much," she said apologetically as she handed the stalks to the healer, "but I've never tried that spell with an unfamiliar plant. I will make more later if this is effective." 
He gazed down at her handiwork and a weary smile warmed his face. "That's why you needed the grass," he remarked.

Gabria touched the stalks in his hand. "Magic-wielders cannot create things out of thin air." She sighed a breath of frustration. "There are a great many things we cannot do." 
"Well, thank you for the herbs," he said gratefully. "I don't suppose you can use magic to heal these people."

She bit her lip. "I've thought of nothing else. But I don't know how. We have lost all the old skills." 
"Didn't the sorcerers at Moy Tura have healing records?" 
At the mention of Moy Tura, something shifted in Gabria's memory. There had been a reference to an old healing guild in a book she had read in the library at the Citadel of Krath. A guild could explain why there were no healing spells in the Book of Matrah and the lack of oral history about healing spells. "How do you know?" she asked.

Gehlyn said, "Piers told me when he gave me the healing stone." 
Ah, yes, the red healing stone---a priceless link to an ancient art, made solely to remove traces of harmful magic from a victim. Piers Arganosta had had it for years before passing it on to his apprentice. Gabria's face grew very thoughtful.

She was about to reply when a voice called to her from the night. Sayyed came hurrying toward her. Gehlyn ordered him back, but Gabria laid a hand on the healer's sleeve and shook her head. “I’ll talk to him," she insisted softly.

The healer nodded once to her request and slipped back into the tent with the angelica.

"Gabria!" Sayyed called. "I saw you come out. I know she's still alive. Is she getting better? May I see her?" 
Gabria tried 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! I don't care if I get sick. I have to see Tam!" 
"I care!" Gabria snapped. Her hands clenched his arms in turn, and she shook him. "She wouldn't want you to see her like she is, 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 animals?" She spat out anything she could think of to change his mind, but she might as well have argued with a wall.

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 him alone. Sayyed had made his own decision 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 mess in the tent, and feeding cupful after cupful of warm tea to every victim who could still swallow. Four more people died, including Lord Morbiar, in the cool hours before dawn. Fifteen new victims were left by terrified relatives at the entrance to the tent.

At sunrise the healers decided that they would need more tents for the sick and more help. They sent a message to arrange a meeting with the clan chieftains, then bitterly carried the bodies of the dead out to the meadow where the previous funeral pyre had left a black, smoldering ring. There, grieving families identified their dead and another pyre was built. Gabria had a dread feeling that it would not be the last.

The clans struggled as best they could that day to adjust to the panic and fear that was spreading through the camps faster than the plague. Not a clan 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 storm. Priest Ordan, Lord Athlone, and Lady Gabria were forming their own vague opinions about what had bred the deadly pestilence. But the vast majority of the clanspeople had only their superstitions and imaginations. Speculation ran rife and, despite the patrolling guards and the strictly 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, especially among the priests and the Reidhar clan, blamed magic, and even they couldn't agree. Several priests decided the gods were punishing the clans for not rooting out the heresy of magic at their first opportunity, while the Reidhar speculated that magic, an evil corrupting power, was itself out of control and destroying all who stood in its way.

Whatever their reasoning, the people of Valorian did everything they could think of to defend themselves and their families against the silent killer. They drank bitter draughts of bayberry and wine vinegar to keep up their resistance to disease. On the advice of foreign merchants familiar with plagues, the clanspeople hung bundles of rue and feverfew in their tents, burned incense, and wore amulets of amber to ward off the disease. All to no avail. People fell ill in every corner of the gathering with no apparent cause or reason.

To the clans the world around them became disjointed and terrifying. The people didn't know who or what to trust or where to turn for help. Nothing seemed to be safe. Families were torn apart by the disease. Fights broke out among clan members over minor things, and discipline became increasingly 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 their best to calm their people and maintain some semblance of order, but they were hard-pressed by the overwhelming 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 supervising efforts in their own clans, so it was late afternoon before the healers had the chance to talk 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 already within the tent in a fever-induced delirium.

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

Athlone turned to the other chiefs, who wearily nodded. Healers and chieftains alike were exhausted from lack of sleep and overwork. Lord Koshyn especially was looking haggard under his tan. "Done," Athlone replied.

Gehlyn went on grimly. "It would also be a good idea to send crews to cut more wood and to dig a large pit in the meadow." 
The significance of his words was not lost on any of the chiefs. They stirred uneasily. "Is that necessary?" demanded Lord Fiergan, his eyebrows drawn together in a fierce anger.

Gehlyn made a convulsive gesture of frustrated anger. "The dead must be burned. Do you want to make matters worse by leaving them to rot? Do we dishonor our kinsmen by throwing their bodies in the river? Do you want to be left for the dogs and the carrion birds?" 
Fiergan's scowl deepened. "All right, all right. We'll find woodcutters. Is that all?" 
"Yes," Gehlyn sighed. "For now."
The healers nodded their thanks and walked 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 raising her hand to return the greeting when all at once she stiffened. Athlone saw her head jerk toward Tam's Hunnuli; he yanked his attention to the stallion just in time to see the horse suddenly shudder from nose to heel. At the same instant, Athlone and every magic-wielder in the vicinity were assaulted by a mental scream of grief that brought them to their knees.

The black stallion reared, his hooves slashing 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 standstill.

Everyone but the other Hunnuli. They came galloping to the grove from every direction until all thirty-three Hunnuli in the clans were gathered by Tam's stallion. 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 heels and galloped 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 all that's holy," exploded Fiergan. "What was that all about?" 
Athlone knelt on the ground, his body shaking. With Koshyn's help, he managed to climb to his feet and straighten under a crushing weight of sorrow. "A magic-wielder 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 his wife.

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

Using Nara's foreleg for support, Gabria pulled herself to her feet. She buried her face in the mare's thick, black mane.

"What happened? Where did he go?" she cried.

He is gone. Nara told her.

"Gone! Gone where?" 
The mare's thoughts were almost 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 clung to her horse, sobbing for the double loss of her dear friend and the Hunnuli that was Nara's second-born. It was all Gabria could do to leave the mare and stumble into the tent. She made her way to Tam's pallet where Sayyed was sitting, staring down at his wife's still body. Her face was peaceful in spite of the ravages of the plague, but the vibrant expression and the lively light of her eyes was gone.

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

His face was drained of all humor, feeling, and warmth. He sat oblivious to everything: to Gabria, the activity in the tent, to the Hunnuli still gathered outside, and to the white cat huddled miserably by his knee. He simply stared at Tam's white face as if he could not believe what he was seeing.

Gabria watched him and felt 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 alone. Cold and aching, she went to sit by her son and wondered how much longer Coren would be able to fight for his life.

The rest of the afternoon passed quietly enough. The clanspeople, deeply shocked by the disappearance of Tam's Hunnuli, were subdued and pensive. A magic-wielder and Hunnuli had not died in the years since Gabria befriended Nara, and no one, not even the magic-wielders, had realized how permanent the friendship between horse and rider could be. The people wondered what was going to happen if another magic-wielder died. Had Tam and her horse been unique, or would other Hunnuli leave to join their riders in the realm of the dead?

No one felt inclined to ask the Hunnuli themselves. The horses remained outside the council tent, keeping vigil with Sayyed in his grief. Silent and still, they waited while the long, difficult day waned to a close.

It was late evening before Sayyed stirred. From outside the tent, the loved voice of his Hunnuli, Afer, spoke soundlessly 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 his feet, his knees stiff as old wood, and lifted Tam into his arms. Her slight body was lighter than the last time he had carried her, but the weight of his grief was almost more than he could bear. Oblivious 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 frustration clouding his lean face. The young man stopped when he saw his father and the wrapped body in his arms. Lord Athlone, Kelene, Lymira, and Savaron came to stand beside Rafnir. Gabria emerged from the tent and joined the Hunnuli.

In silence, Afer stepped up to Sayyed. The warrior placed his wife's body on the stallion's broad back, and they walked together toward the meadows where the other bodies of the dead had gone to the funeral pyres. Nara, Demira, Eurus, the rest of the black horses, the six Khulinin, and one little white cat followed behind.

The funeral fires from that day had burned down to hot embers that glowed yellow and orange in the dusk. A priest of Sorh stood guard over the place and two more bodies that had been brought that 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 that 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 stung his eyes or the heat that singed his hands and sleeves; 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 high in the sky before Rafnir found his father sitting on Afer at the top of a ridge several leagues from the Tir Samod. The warrior was staring out over the bluffs of the Goldrine River toward the south. His expression was hopelessly bleak; his body sagged in the filthy, smoky clothes he had worn for four days.

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

Sayyed stirred after a while. "I almost left," he said, his gaze still far to the south. "I was going to go back to the desert." 
Rafnir shifted on his horse's back. He wasn't surprised. There was still a lot of Turic left in Sayyed's heart. "I hope you won't," he murmured.

With an effort, the warrior shook his head. "Even with her gone, there is still more for me here." His voice nearly choked off, then he pushed on. "It seems so senseless. I can't believe she's gone." There was little Rafnir could say to that. He couldn't believe it either. The fact of his mother's death was too enormous for him to face so soon. He swallowed hard and said, "Lady Gabria asked me to find you. She wants your help." 
Sayyed bowed his head and turned Afer back toward the gathering. He didn't 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 Rafnir returned. Seven new tents, borrowed from several different clans, had been erected in the grove near the council tent. A surprising number of people were moving back and forth between them.

"At last count over eighty people are sick," Rafnir explained. "The healers gave up trying to handle it alone. They've decided to allow anyone who dares attend to the sick---as long as they stay quarantined." Sayyed accepted this news with a dull nod. Then his attention was drawn to two widely separated knots of people that had gathered on the point of land between the rivers near the shore of the sacred island. It was obvious from the distant noise and angry gestures on all sides that several arguments were in full cry.

The two Hunnuli lengthened their stride to a trot that carried them across the river's ford and up the bank into the grove. Sayyed saw Gabria, Gehlyn, and several healers standing in one isolated group while Lords Athlone and Koshyn, in the forefront of another group, were standing nearly in the water of the river's confluence. Athlone had finally urged' Ordan to leave the temple long enough to talk to him, and he was speaking animatedly with the priest as several clan chieftains, a party of bazaar merchants, and a handful of other people quarreled and jostled around them.

"Lord Athlone, this situation is intolerable!" a merchant from the south was hollering. "We will not be held here against our will." Lord Fiergan, his eyebrows bristling, was berating Gabria and the healers across the space that divided them. "Why aren't you doing more to find a cure? What good are all of your powders and teas if you can't even stop a fever?" 
"We're running low on fresh meat. If we don't send hunters out soon, we'll have to start butchering some of the stock," a second chieftain was saying.

And Lord Terod, a jagged edge in his voice, was telling anyone who would listen, "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." 
In the midst of all the racket, Athlone ignored the merchants and his fellow chiefs and continued to talk urgently to Ordan. His hands made short, pointed gestures as he spoke.

Sayyed watched it all as if from a long distance. He had no real interest in what was being said, for it was taking all of his concentration and strength to keep the fierce grief in his heart from tearing him apart. He sat on Afer near the healers' group and waited for Gabria to acknowledge him.

He might have sat there all 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 a roar of fury burst from his lips.

A priest in red robes was striding through the grove toward the river, carrying Tam's cat by the scruff of the neck. He held the struggling animal up high, and over the voices of the people he shouted, "Here is the cause of our affliction! This foreign vermin beast! Look at it. It is white, the color of sorcery, the color of evil. I say drown it! Sacrifice this creature to appease the gods!" 
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 silence.

"Put that cat down!" bellowed Sayyed. "She is nothing more than an animal, a pet. She is no more evil than a dog or a horse, and if you harm one hair on her, I'll sear you where you stand!" 
"Blasphemy!" screeched the outraged priest.

"Put it down, Serit," Ordan demanded in a voice that brooked no argument. "The cat is not the cause of our calamity."
The younger priest's arm dropped reluctantly. Red-faced and fuming, he flung the cat away and watched in disgust as she streaked through a forest of human legs and leaped frantically up Sayyed's boot to land in his lap. Once there, she crouched, ears flat, and hissed at the priest.

"And you, Sayyed, owe these people an apology," Ordan said fiercely. "I know you are distraught, but it is against clan law to use the Trymian force in the council grove." 
Apologizing was the last thing Sayyed wanted to do. His fury was aroused and any emotion felt 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 said, forcing the words past his anger. "This cat has become very precious to me." 
Ordan's eyebrows eased out of their frown. "That is no excuse for breaking the council's laws," he said a little less angrily.

"So punish him!" shouted Serit. The priest came stamping up to Ordan. He was a Murjik, short-legged, stocky, and flat faced. His disgust for magic was a fact he voiced at every opportunity. "If it is not that beast, then what is the reason for this plague that kills us? I say it is the flagrant use of magic that has angered our gods." Athlone made a warning noise in his throat that Serit ignored. "Fulfill the laws, Ordan! Perhaps the death of this heretical heathen will appease the gods' wrath against us." 
Sayyed clenched his jaw and ground out, "There have been too many deaths already, priest. Your gods should be delighted by now!" He felt a warning hand on his sleeve and looked to see Gabria by his side, her grimy, tired face full of concern.

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

Fiergan 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 allowing sorcery to return to the clans?" demanded Koshyn irritably.

The Reidhar chief glared. "Why not? Who is to say why the immortals do anything?" 
"Your priests!" Sayyed snapped. "Don't they study the stars and the omens? Don't they pray and sing day and night? Why don't they have an answer?" 
"Sometimes there is no answer," Ordan replied heavily.

At that, the uproar broke out again on all sides. Serit shouted at Ordan, and Lord Koshyn exchanged heated comments with Fiergan. Gehlyn was trying to say, "It's just a disease, like smallpox or the sleeping fever. Does there have to be an excuse?" 
"I still think we should take our clans away from here," Terod insisted.

Voices rose higher and louder until finally a piercing whistle split the noise. All eyes turned in astonishment to Gabria. Her husband smiled gratefully.

"Thank you," she said into the silence. "Ordan, my husband has told you of my vision and the strange apparition I have seen. Do you know what to make of that?" 
Ordan looked troubled. "Others have reported to me of seeing this glowing figure, Lady. It is apparently growing stronger and becoming more visible. But nothing in our traditions can tell me what this portends." 
"What are you talking about?" demanded Fiergan.

Lord Athlone answered, "An unearthly form like a man that walks at night and glows with an eerie light. Several of us have seen it." 
"Could that be the cause of our plague?" Koshyn asked the priest.

"Possibly. The coincidence of its appearance at this time is 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 a way to cure this disease!" 
"There is one possibility," said Gabria. She deliberately looked at Ordan, Sayyed, and Gehlyn in turn before she finished, "The city of the sorcerers: Moy Tura." 
Fiergan sneered. "Of all the dung-headed ideas. How is that cursed old ruin going to help us now?" 
But Gehlyn understood. "The healers," he breathed.

Gabria nodded. "Before the downfall of sorcery and the massacre of the sorcerers, the art of healing was more advanced. Maybe these healers who lived in Moy Tura knew of plagues like this; maybe they found a way to fight them and left a description of that cure in their records. If we could find those---" 
"And if horses had wings they could fly!" Fiergan 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 slim one at best. But what do we have to lose? Send a small party of magic-wielders---their Hunnuli are the only horses that could get there in time---and have them search the ruins." 
"What about the Korg, the stone lion that guards the city?" asked Rafnir.

"That is a danger they will have to face," admitted Gabria.

Gehlyn said, "What if they get sick?" 
"That, too, is a chance they must be prepared for." 
Fiergan was still not convinced. "This sounds like a fool's mission to me." 
Gabria rounded on him, fire in her eyes. "Yes, but with the survival of our people at stake, shouldn't we try every possibility . . . no matter how foolish?" 
Sayyed had been silent during this exchange while he stared at the white cat in his arms. 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 jewel-green eyes. She didn't want to ask him, he knew, but he was the oldest, most experienced magic-wielder after Athlone and herself, and he had been to Moy Tura once already.

Sharp and biting, his anger flared again. Something he could not feel or see or sense had killed his wife, some invisible enemy he could not burn with magic or hack with a sword. If there was a chance, no matter how risky or foolish, to fight this cruel 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, "I'll go." Ordan's wrinkled face creased into a half smile. "Your crime of using sorcery in the council grove is absolved, magic-wielder. The journey to Moy Tura should be punishment enough. "

CHAPTER FIVE

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

Her first reaction was "No!" Her response did not spring from fear. Part of it came from simple habit---her father informed her she had to do something, she automatically said "no." The rest of it was simply confusion.

"Why?" she demanded. "Why do I have to go? What possible good will I do?" 
Lord Athlone had no real answer for that because he wasn't sure why Gabria had insisted that Kelene go. "Because we want you to," he said flatly.

"That's ridiculous'" Kelene limped around the tent, flinging newly washed clothes around in a flurry of agitation. She and Lymira had taken over the duties of keeping the family tent and preparing meals, but Kelene was so upset she gave no thought to the laundry she had just finished. She turned to her father again, her dark eyes as hard and piercing as her grandfather Savaric's used to be when he was in his worst temper. "Father, you know I can't ride Ishtak that far, and I have no Hunnuli to ride. I would be better off here where I can help you than traipsing off across the plains after some moldy old records that probably don't even exist. Send Savaron or Lymira if you have to send someone." 
Athlone crossed his arms, his expression 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 belongings 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 at him. She was immediately struck by how the past days had taken their toll on the powerful chieftain. His tanned face was gray, and lines of worry and grief cut deep around his features. His eyes were sunken into dark circles of fatigue.

For the first 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 readily as Coren. What if they fell ill and there was no help for them? Kelene could not bear the thought of losing her parents. So, what if her mother was right and there really was an answer in Moy Tura?

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

Athlone made a mock half bow. "Thank you." He turned on his heel and left 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 sister's favorite gauze veil, her father's leather gloves, and Corin's torn pants found their way into her pack before she realized 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 wearers but too useful 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 a long journey but not too heavy for summer heat.

Kelene pulled them on, and with the judicious use of her small dagger, she altered them enough to fit her shorter legs. She tied the waist strings tight around her slender 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 sleep on, a few clean short tunics, the split-legged skirt her mother had made for her, and some basic necessities. Last of all she tucked in the leather medicine bag the healer Piers had given her many years ago. She usually used the contents only on her horses, but the bag might be useful on a trip like this.

Just before she left the tent, Kelene coiled her hair behind her head to get it out of the way and grabbed her golden clan cloak and her packs. Backward glances were for weaklings, she decided on her way out. Yet she paused at the tent flap 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 inside and tie the tent flap tight against the future.

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

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

Already he was giving her clothes an appreciative grin, albeit a tired one. "Want to ride with me?" he called. 
"I'd rather walk," Kelene snapped and wondered if she could change her mind about going. She would be useless on this journey, a cripple who wouldn't wield magic. What had her mother been thinking?

As if reading her daughter's thoughts, Gabria came up behind Kelene and said quietly, "I won't hug you because I am unclean, but I wanted to tell you that I 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 agree to." 
"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 I have all been close to sick people." 
"No, I'm not trying to send you to safety. If I wanted that, I wouldn't have suggested that you go over two hundred leagues away to a ruin guarded by a crazy stone lion." Gabria lifted her hand as if to reach out to her daughter. "You have reached a difficult place in your life, Kelene, where you must choose a place for yourself in the clans. There is more to your womanhood than racing horses. I hope perhaps this journey will help you decide what you want to do." Kelene made a sound like a half-laugh, half-snort of disbelief, and Gabria smiled a weary grimace. "You'll understand someday. Just say I sent you to take care of your brother. He can't boil water to feed himself." She paused and brought out a wrapped bundle. "I brought some angelica for you. I want you to take it, just in case. Now I 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, scintillating lights flashed in her hands. "This is the Fallen Star given to your grandfather by Lord Medb, and this is 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 spell that enabled the bearer of the Watcher to see through the two gems to the wearer of the Fallen Star. Amazement warmed her when Gabria tucked the Watcher into the bundle of angelica and tossed it into Kelene's hands.

"Don't worry," Gabria said lightly. "You do not need to use magic to make this work. Simply 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 talk to one another, bur as long as the Star's light is bright, I will know you are alive. 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 surreptitiously wiped her face and added, "But I still 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 a long journey." 
"So?" Kelene nudged.

"So. We found a volunteer." 
"Who?" There were only a few young Hunnuli in the clans who had not already 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 a two-year-old." 
But I'm a strong two-year-old, a light, distinctly 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 all the way to Moy Tura?" 
Yes.

"I cannot promise you anything more than good care and companionship. I am not a magic-wielder." 
A wise light, almost like a glint of humor, shifted in Demira's eyes. I know.
"Walk 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 Demira's back. Hunnuli usually 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 barrel. Kelene's pack and two saddlebags of supplies were added to the load.

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

Kelene looked up at the Hunnuli's broad back and grimaced. Although only two, Demira's withers were already level with Kelene's eyes. This horse was quite a bit taller 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 eventually," she said.

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

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

''It's just odd not to have reins in my hands," Kelene said uneasily. To give her hands something to do, she reached down and rubbed Demira's neck, missing the look of satisfaction that passed between her parents.

After that, the good-byes went quickly, and Kelene 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 his fist to salute Lord Athlone.

"Farewell on your journey, clansmen!" 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 feelings in 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 at last let fly. 

Would their flights be straight and true or wobbly and torn by the winds of fate? Where would they land, those two precious arrows? She found herself crying soundless tears. She watched the black Hunnuli through her blurry, sparkling tears until they were mere dots against the golden hills far away. Then she drew a long breath and tried to bury her anxiety within. There were many troubles close at hand that required attention; 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 himself 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 Gabria in his arms. "What is it?" he called to her.

"Something has changed," Gabria answered, her voice puzzled.

"What do you mean?" 
Her shoulders shifted slightly. 'Tm not sure. It's as if some feeling has left me." 
"That's odd. Are you sure it isn't just the relief of sending someone out to do something that might be helpful?" 
"There is that, but this is different. . . like the ease of an apprehension or fear I'd grown used to." 
Athlone sent her a tired grin. "Maybe that's a good sign." 
The sorceress took one last look to the north where the travelers had disappeared. "I hope," she said aloud. But even from fifteen paces away, Athlone heard the doubt in her voice.

* * * * *

As soon as they left the gathering, the seven Hunnuli found the faint trail that pointed north, and they stretched out into a smooth canter. League after league through the hot summer afternoon the horses ran, as tireless as the endless winds that chased the dust of their passing. They soon left the valley of the Tir Samod behind and came up onto the long, rolling grasslands that stretched unbroken to the horizon and beyond. To their left flowed the Isin River in a silvery trail of shallow 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 grasslands desolate and empty beyond tolerance. Hot in the summer, cold in the winter, and often dangerous, the plains did not attract large numbers of settlers. Yet the nomadic clanspeople who had lived with this land for five hundred years could not imagine living anywhere else. The land had become their bones, the rivers and streams their blood, and the vast, wind-sung spaces had become their souls. As tough and enduring as the plains they loved, the people of Valorian had made this realm 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 herself while she rode beside the Isin River, would those strengths be enough to save the clanspeople in their present disaster? Would the ties of blood and custom hold the clans together in the face of such a devastating plague long enough for help to be found?

She had never given much thought to the clans' past or future. Her people had always just been there, the unheralded backbone of her life. But now they were facing possible extinction. The notion of all eleven clans disappearing from the Ramtharin Plains 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 Valorian and the Tarn Empire, back to a long-forgotten time when the first clanspeople befriended a horse and began to move east. That ancient society was worth preserving.

All at once Kelene chuckled at herself. This was a change. It had been a long time since her introspection had moved beyond horses, racing, and her foot. In fact, this afternoon was full of changes: leaving her parents and her clan for the first time and riding on a mission with a company of magic-wielders. It was enough to turn anyone's mind to unfamiliar musings.

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

The filly seemed to sense her thoughts, for she asked with a hint of wistfulness, Do you like to run?
Kelene threw her dark musings to the wind. "Yes!" 
Then hold on.

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

Kelene's breath was snatched away by the speed of the Hunnuli's run. She felt Demira's mane whip her face and the wind burn her ~yes, but she paid no attention. She had never experienced anything like this! This incredible, exhilarating, delirious 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 eagle in the sun. Kelene flung out her arms, 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 the filly was too sensible to get lost. Although he wasn't sure why Gabria had insisted that Kelene come with him, he thought he began to understand when she and Demira finally came back, panting, sweating, and thoroughly pleased with themselves.

As the filly slowed to a more sedate canter and fell in beside Afer, Sayyed glanced at the young woman on the Hunnuli's back. He had never seen her look so beautiful. The wind and excitement had turned her cheeks to a glowing pink, loose strands of hair floated in a halo 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 smiled at her, as, pleased as her own father.

"I never knew it could be like that," she said, scratching Demira's neck.

Sayyed agreed. "I often think that riding a Hunnuli is as close to flying as we can get." 
Kelene started at his words and stared at him in surprise. A look of speculation slowly spread over her face, and she fell quiet as if deep in thought.

Behind her, astride his Hunnuli, Rafnir was also staring. It had not occurred to him before how pretty Kelene could be. He had always annoyed her, competed with her, or simply ignored her because she had never shown the slightest interest in anyone but her horses. Now he was seeing a new side of her, and the intent look of reflection in her face intrigued him.

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

The small party stopped briefly at sunset to rest the Hunnuli and have a quick meal. While the others unpacked fruit, trail bread, and dried meat, 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 full of tears he had not yet shed for Tam. The white cat crouched beside him like a ghostly sentinel.

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 meager meal. Around her, the Hunnuli were grazing and the other clanspeople were talking, eating, and stretching their stiff legs.

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

Niela, a Jehanan woman well into her thirtieth year, was brushing the dried sweat from her Hunnuli's coat. Niela had always known she had a talent for magic but had not learned to use her power until her husband died, leaving her alone and free to seek her own way. Kelene had liked Niela from the first day she rode into the Khulinin winter camp to find Gabria eight years before. Square-jawed and unpretentious, Niela kept her unruly red hair tied behind her head with a leather 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 himself in trouble with spells he could not control. His physical build reminded Kelene of a bull, too. Muscular and brash from his training 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 smaller than his brother and not as proficient with weapons, he had an excellent eye for detail and was a superb tracker and hunter. .

Both brothers, though still under Gabria's tutelage, planned to return to their clan in a year or two. They, like Savaron and Rafnir, had volunteered to come with Sayyed. Niela, Kelene suspected, had been asked to come as a chaperon for her.

Kelene finished her meal and brushed the crumbs from her lap. In the process she noticed the Watcher on her tunic sparkling with countless points of new starlight. Curious, she pulled it off and held it in her cupped hands. The Watcher tingled under her touch with a faint 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 finely 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 lifeless in her hands. Kelene was trying harder to shut out the distractions around her when all of a sudden, she heard it-the low, faint sobbing of someone in despair. The sound seemed to be emanating from the jewel, for it was very soft and distant, yet its grief cut Kelene to the heart.

Gradually an image began to form in the stone's center. The scene was shaking slightly from her mother's movement, but it was there in full detail. Tiny at first, the picture grew larger in Kelene's sight until she could clearly make out the dim interior of the council tent. There were the rows of sick, the fire in the central hearth, and the busy healers. Then the scene moved down as Gabria apparently bent over, and Kelene saw her little brother's face for the first time since Gabria had carried him out of their tent to go into quarantine.

A sob jerked out of her, and the Watcher fell to her feet. She wrapped her arms around her knees and began to cry.

"Kelene! 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 visibly pale and stood hunched in the darkening night as if someone had punched him. Niela and Rafnir squatted down beside Kelene.

"I'm sorry," Rafnir said so quietly Kelene almost didn't hear him.

His sympathy and unexpected solicitude jabbed a raw nerve. She moaned, "Your mother is dead and I didn't say anything to you. Not an 'I'm sorry,' or 'I'll miss her horribly,' or 'Sorh treat her well,' or anything. I loved Tam! I loved Coren! Why did they have to die?" 
Kelene paused, and her voice died away. She tilted her head to listen to a faint sound she could barely hear. The noise came again, low and cruel in the darkness. Someone was laughing.

Beside Kelene, Rafnir and Niela slowly straightened and stared into the night. Sayyed left his rug and joined them.

"What is that?" Morad demanded. "Who's out there?" 
The laughter sounded again from somewhere close by. It was so harsh and gloating, it sent chills down Kelene's back. Everyone moved closer together, and the men drew their swords.

"Who are you?" Sayyed yelled. He received no answer. The laughter only changed from a low note of derision to a crueler 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 smell any stranger beyond the circle of the clanspeople.

The noise reached a final shriek and slowly faded as if its maker were moving away. When the night was quiet again, the seven people looked at 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 fast as they could move, they grabbed their saddlebags and sprang to their horses' backs. The Hunnuli leaped forward into the darkness. Before long their 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 trail by the river. They lit no lights to guide their way, but trusted to the surefootedness and clear vision of the Hunnuli to find the path over the uneven ground. Although the riders were tired, they were too nervous to doze or relax their vigil for a moment. Everyone rode with their thoughts dwelling on the strange, cruel laughter.

They stopped at last near dawn and made a cold camp in a small depression between two hills. The riders threw themselves down to sleep while the Hunnuli stood protectively around them. Yet in spite of their fatigue and the late hour, not a single person slept well. They tossed and thrashed on their blankets in a welter of emotions and worry. When they did sleep, their rest was bedeviled with vivid dreams and images of fear.

Kelene dozed just as the first light gilded the horizon. Her eyes were barely closed before a dream overtook her and carried her back to the gathering. She saw her family's tent, warm in the afternoon sun, with the dogs sleeping by the entrance and her father's gold banner hanging above the awning. It looked so peaceful and normal, she cried gladly and dashed inside through the open tent flap. At the scene that met her gaze, her joy turned to horror.

Her family was all there, even Savaron, lying or sitting about the tent in varying degrees of decay. Her father was a skeleton sprawled on his bed, her mother a maggot-ridden corpse sitting 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 slowly to its feet and held out a hand to welcome her inside. Then he began to laugh, the same cruel, derisive laughter she had heard in the darkness by the river.

Kelene woke to her own screaming and found someone was shaking her. Shuddering and gasping for air, she clutched at the person beside her and struggled to sit up.

"It's all right," soothed Rafnir. "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 real. 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 least." 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 sleeve.

His mouth tightened at the memory, and he sat back on his heels. "I saw my mother come out of the funeral pyre." 
"I dreamed of a man," Niela told them from her sleeping place. "At least I think it was a man. He glowed with a hideous red light. It was horrible!" 
The other three men were awake, too, and sitting, bleary-eyed, on their blankets in the pale light of dawn.

"Gods," muttered Savaron, running his hand through his tousled hair. "If we have many nights like that, we'll be too tired to reach Moy Tura." 
Sayyed groaned and climbed to his feet. He hadn't had any nightmares since he had not slept. 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 his small party and said simply, "Let's go." 
Wordlessly they gathered their gear and struck out again on the trail north. The day was warm and dry, and the sky was bright blue scattered with fluffy clouds. The plains, already turning gold in the midsummer heat, stretched away for league after league in all directions.

By afternoon the travelers reached the fertile uplands leading to the Himachal Mountains, a narrow, rugged line of peaks that ran north and south. At the southern tip of the Himachals 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 their people stayed at 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-wielders pressed on, reluctant to risk spreading the plague and determined to cover as much ground as possible in the daylight. They cantered past the foothills and followed the Isin north along the flanks of the Himachal 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 the filly, trying to sound casual.

Demira frisked a few steps, then bounded after a meadowlark that swooped over the grass ahead of them. Flying? I fly when I run.
"No, I mean really flying. Like a bird." 
Demira's ears flicked with interest. No, I have not thought of that. Hunnuli do not have wings.

"Valorian helped his horse fly with magic when they tried to cross the cavern in Gormoth," Kelene said.

That is true. The filly was silent for a while as she watched the meadowlark again. I think I would like it. And to prove her enthusiasm, she kicked up her heels in a playful buck and leaped forward into a spirited gallop.

Kelene threw her arms wide to embrace the wind and laughed in delight. For a short time she was able to forget her fear and worry in the glorious speed of Demira's 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 small lightless camp by the Isin River the night crowded in on the clanspeople like an oppressive fog. They could see nothing beyond their own camp. Even the Hunnuli standing in a protective circle around their riders could only be seen by the faint glimmer of the lightning marks on their shoulders and the occasional reflection of starlight in their eyes. 
The travelers lay close together on their bedrolls, trying to sleep, but even though they were bone-tired they could not close their eyes. Each of them felt a cold, shivering dread that settled in their bellies with a clammy grip. No one knew what caused the apprehension. Perhaps they feared to sleep and face their nightmares again. Perhaps they dreaded hearing that hideous laughter. Whatever kept them awake, the clanspeople tossed on their blankets for hours and heard nothing beyond the rush of the river.

Their suspense was broken at last, not by laughter or dreams but by a ruddy glow that appeared out of the night. The Hunnuli saw it first on the crest of a hill above the camp, and they neighed a warning to their riders. The people scrambled to their feet. They stared, appalled, as the red glow brightened, its phosphorescent light burning with a sickening hue that swallowed the light of the stars. Swiftly the radiance took shape, and its outline became distinct against the black sky.

The form appeared to be a man wearing robes and a cowled hood that covered the head. The apparition carried no weapons or items of any kind that the travelers could see, and it made no obvious move to attack them. It merely loomed above the camp, tall and ethereal, and watched the people with a cold malice.

"Is that the thing Gabria saw?" Niela asked, her voice shaking.

"Yes," Savaron snarled.

Slowly 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 all 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 palm and rocketed toward the figure on the hill. The apparition did not move when the bolt passed through its shape; it only laughed again with malicious pleasure. The form then turned and walked out of sight over the crest of the slope, leaving the hilltop empty and dark once more.

No one moved.

"What is that thing?" Kelene said hoarsely, voicing the question in all their minds.

"I don't know, but it seems to be resistant to magic," Sayyed replied. "That's not encouraging." 
A mild understatement, Kelene thought. The travelers continued to peer into the darkness until their eyes ached. 
"What are we going to do?" asked Niela, the nervousness shaking her voice.

Sayyed slowly sheathed his sword. "Try to sleep. Savaron was right. If we don't get some rest, we'll be too exhausted to reach Moy Tura and too tired to control our magic." 
"Shouldn't we set up a protective shield?" Morad asked.

"I don't think so," Sayyed replied. "A shield 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 standing by his elbow. "Do you agree?"
The stallion swished his tail, a sign 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 all of the magic-wielders.

Sayyed's mouth dropped open. "It's what?" 
It reeks of death. Demira added with a snort.

"But it looks human," Niela protested. "If it was the soul of a man, the Harbingers would have taken him to the realm 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 still smell it?" Kelene asked.

Yes. But it is not near, Afer told them. Rest, and we will watch.

Reluctantly the clanspeople took his advice and crawled back into their blankets. But they were no sooner asleep than the nightmares began. Dredged from each person's deepest fears, the dreams were vivid, terrifying visions of death, loss, and tragedy. This time Niela wasn't the only one who dreamed of a man in glowing red robes. Interspersed through all their nightmares walked a tall, gaunt figure who watched their terrors with the cold interest of a predator.

When the sun's gleam finally 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 himself onto the riverbank and plunged his head into the cool water. "I feel lousy," he groaned, his face and hair dripping.

"I never want to go through another night like that again," Niela muttered fiercely to her blankets as she rolled them up.

Even the white cat looked disgruntled until Sayyed picked her up and cradled her in his arm. Almost desperately he rubbed her ears and ran his fingers through her fur. He had slept for the first time in several nights and wished fervently he hadn't. All of his sleep had been riddled with dreams of Tam, until 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 so little rest, his fatigue dragged on him like chains until he could barely move or think.

This is hardly the best condition for the leader of an important journey, he thought to himself, wondering if there was more to his state of mind than grief and weariness. It was true he had never lost someone so important to him as his wife, but he'd always considered himself to be a strong, self-controlled man who could face his god-given fate with some semblance of fortitude. At the moment he felt like a man standing on the crumbling edge of despair.

Strangely, the one thing holding him together was this small cat his wife had loved so well. The cat's warmth drove back the chill creeping into his heart, her purr soothed him, and her ties to Tam seemed to comfort his desperate loneliness. Without her, he wondered if he would have been able to continue.

It isn't like me to be so weak, Sayyed pondered. Perhaps there were other things affecting 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 was it here? He had no answers to that yet, only hope that it would leave them alone so they could continue their journey in peace. Unfortunately, he doubted his hopes would be answered.

The cat meowed, breaking into his thoughts. I'm hungry.
He gently set her down and forced himself to move. It took all of his willpower to feed the cat, choke down some food himself, and repack his gear. He was so involved in his struggle to function that he did not remember his morning 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 left their camp, Rafnir rode by his father's side.

The sun slowly climbed high into the cloudless sky. The heat rose, too, and the Hunnuli were forced to slow down and Stop often for small drinks of water. They continued to canter north along the Isin River until shortly before noon, when the river abruptly veered west into the Himachal Mountains and the Defile of Tor Wrath. Out of respect, and a little curiosity, the party paused on the point of a hill and looked upstream to the bluffs at the mouth of the defile.

High on a ridge of rock that thrust from the southern cliffs sat the ancient fortress of Ab-Chakan. Built before the time of Valorian when the Tarn Empire ruled the Ramtharin plains, Ab-Chakan was a huge fortification of black towers and massive walls. Although it had been abandoned for five hundred years, most of its well-built structures were still 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 valley since then. The old fortress still remained empty, full of shadows and ruin, inhabited only by birds and lizards. At its feet in the broad valley meadow were the two burial mounds, one for the dead of the clans that fell in the battle for Ab-Chakan and one for Athlone's father, Lord Savaric.

Wordlessly Kelene looked down on the grave of her grandfather, who had died by a murderer's hand at the moment of his victory, and she wondered what he had been like. She knew the tales her father and mother told of a man with her dark looks who loved hawks, his family, and his freedom; of a man who had taken in the sole survivor of a massacred clan 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 real person? Had his blood carried the talent to wield magic? She wondered what he would have done about it if he had known. Her eyes fell lower to the glittering Watcher on her tunic, and she remembered that its companion, the Fallen Star, had been Savaric's. He had not been loath to use that magic power to his advantage! Her fingers strayed to the stone's smooth surface with the thought that if Savaric had known he had the ability to wield magic, he probably would not have let it go to waste.

"Sorh grant him peace," she whispered when the party turned away. As soon as they were moving again, Kelene pulled the brooch off her tunic and cupped it in her hands. It had been too long since she had made use of the stone's spell 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 healer from Clan Ferganan, who was talking to her mother. His voice and Gabria's came clearly through the stone, aided by the power of the Watcher's spell.

Kelene listened for quite a while before she returned the brooch to its place. She dropped her hands in her lap and stared stonily into the hazy afternoon.

"Are they well?" Savaron asked, riding up beside her.

His voice startled her from her reverie, and she jerked her head around to stare at him. He pointed to her brooch, repeating his question.

"Yes, for now," Kelene responded, but her voice was stricken. "It's getting worse, Savaron. Mother is still in the council grove helping the healers. But there must have been hundreds of sick people there. The healers were frantic! Gehlyn died yesterday." She threw her hands out in a helpless gesture. "Now Lord Koshyn is sick, and Wer-tain Rejanir. And they've lost four more magic-wielders." 
Savaron winced. "Did their Hunnuli leave like Tam's?" 
"I think some did. Mother could hardly bear to talk about them to the healer she was with." Kelene paused, drew a hard breath, and went on. "That's not the worst of it. Lymira is 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." 
Neither of them spoke again after that, yet they rode side by side for the rest of the afternoon, drawing comfort from each other's company.

The Hunnuli continued to canter north along the skirts of the pine-clad foothills where small streams tumbled out of the mountains and high bluffs formed a barrier wall into the rugged interior. At dusk a stiff 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 Himachal range. They were not far from Geldring Treld or the notorious Citadel of Krath, but by unspoken consent the clanspeople avoided both places and made a rough camp in a copse of tall pine. Geldring Treld was too far out of their way, and even another night of wraiths and nightmares was preferable to walking into the stronghold of the cult of the goddess Krath. Too many people had tried it and never walked out.

While the Hunnuli cropped the thick grass, Sayyed took his prayer rug to make his evening oblation, and the others had a quick meal. Afterward, while Kelene watched; Savaron, Rafnir, and Tomian gathered several spare blankets and stretched the fabric out on the ground. Each man laid his fingers on a blanket, drew in the magic around him, and initiated a spell taken from the Book of Matrah. The spell was simple: it enlarged the blankets, waterproofed them, and finally transformed them into three small traveling tents. Kelene had to admit the spells were neatly 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 mortal 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 their will, it was a limitless source of energy.

But endless power had its drawbacks, too. Magic was dangerous for those who did not have the strength or the determination to master it. If a magic-wielder did not know exactly what he or she was doing or lost control of a spell, the unleashed power could destroy anything in its path. Using magic also rook its toll 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 exhaustion endangered their spells.

That was what frustrated Kelene. There was all the power of the gods at their fingertips---power to heal their families and save their clans---yet human magic-wielders were too weak and unskilled to use magic to its full potential. They could not snap their fingers and wish away the plague or speak a word and transport themselves instantly to Moy Tura. They could only work within their own knowledge, abilities, and mortal frailty.

Kelene kicked a clump 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 against a tree trunk, and watched the black horses in the twilight.

Demira was there, too, looking small and slender against the bigger, more powerful bodies of the full-grown Hunnuli. She was shorter than most two-year-olds, probably because she was the last foal of an aging mare, but her shape was well proportioned, graceful, and no less strong than others her age. And she was so fast. . . .

"You're far away," someone said close by. "What are you thinking about?" 
Kelene cocked her head and saw Rafnir standing beside her, his arms crossed and his face curious. She thought with a flash of surprise that he seemed somewhat different. His usual cocky casualness was nowhere to be seen. Instead he seemed vulnerable. His smile was hesitant, his eyes were genuinely friendly.

"Speed," she answered glumly. "There isn't enough of it. By the time we reach Moy Tura and go back to the gathering, they'll all be dead." 
"If any of us make it back, there will be some still alive," he said, sounding more hopeful than certain.

"But not Gehlyn, or Lord Koshyn, or Lymira!" 

Rafnir blanched. "Lymira is sick?" 
"She's going to die, too. Just like Tam and Coren." Kelene pounded her fist into the tree, her helplessness burning. "What good is all of this magic if we can't save them? Why didn't the gods just keep their power?" 
At the sound of her rider's voice, Demira raised her head to listen. Silently she came over to stand at Kelene's side.

Rafnir grunted. "You're a fine one to be talking about magic. You won't use it!" he said, uncrossing his arms. "You have a talent that could be used for so much good, and you waste it! You won't even try." 
Stung, Kelene turned on him, her face reddened by anger and shame. “I’ve tried to use magic! I just can't control it," she snapped before she realized what she was saying.

Rafnir pounced on Kelene'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 a voice 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's right," she answered before he could ask. "I wanted to help Father gentle that wild stallion he had caught. I thought I 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 telling this to Rafnir of all people! She had never told anyone the truth. Without realizing she was doing it, she wrapped her hand into Demira's mane and held on for comfort and support. "I thought if I could use a spell to help calm the horse, I could train him faster and impress Father. But I couldn't do it. I lost control of the spell when I was on his back, and he panicked.

He reared and fell over backward on me, just because I couldn't handle a little magic." 
"And you've been afraid to try it again ever since," he finished.

She made a swipe at her face with her sleeve and said, "What's the use? You know as well as I do that the talent is strong in some, weaker in others. Savaron and Coren have the best ability in my family. Let them use it." 
"Coren is dead," Rafnir reminded her softly.

"Yes," Kelene said into the darkness. Overhead, the pine trees swayed in the growing wind, and a faint flicker of lightning flashed to the north.

"You know, I heard Coren tell Father once that he thought you had the stronger talent." 
Startled, Kelene asked, "Coren said that? Why?" 
"I don't know. Children can be perceptive sometimes." He reached out and scratched Demira's shoulder. "You could try again, you know. Just because you failed once doesn't mean your talent is worthless." 
The young woman shook her head. "Next time I could kill myself---or hurt someone else." 
"Not if you start slowly. When you used that spell on the stallion you were too young and inexperienced." 
"Now I'm too old and inexperienced." 
He scratched his chin, exasperated. "If you'd just decide to channel some of that stubbornness into action, you would be unstoppable." 
"Ha!" 
"Try it. Think of one thing that you want to do and work toward that goal." 
The girl hesitated while she debated the wisdom of revealing her dream to Rafnir. Would he laugh or would he see the depth of desire in her words? "I want to make Demira fly," she said at last.

"I'll help you," he responded immediately.

She was startled by his serious and quick response. "You don't think that's ridiculous?" 
"If it works, she'll be able to travel faster. Maybe she could save a few lives." 
"But what if I 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 first time she had said anything about their accident in the Induran. It seemed like a year since then, not fifteen days. "No crops." He was going to add something else when all seven Hunnuli raised their heads in alarm.

Someone is coming. Demira told Kelene.

"The wraith?" 
No. This is human. But not clan.

In one group, the other six Hunnuli left their grazing and hurried to join their riders. Kelene and Rafnir quickly followed, and the whole party gathered in the clearing by their tents. The night was almost 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 visitors?" Sayyed softly asked Afer.

"Here, Clansman!" 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 cautiously out from behind a pine only ten paces away from where they stood. More forms eased from the shadows all around them, and the clanspeople realized they were surrounded. The Hunnuli snorted menacingly. Savaron immediately shaped a spell to form a glowing sphere of light high above their heads that cast the entire clearing into stark relief.

No one tried to move, for they all recognized the black-clad figures illuminated by the silver light-men with whips at their belts instead of swords. They were the Oathbreakers, the men of the Cult of Krath who worshiped their dark goddess with secrecy and blood. The clanspeople knew that if the cultists had wanted to kill them, they would be dead by now, murdered in silence and without mercy.

"To what do we owe the honor of a visit from the Men of the Lash?" Sayyed called over the wind. The white cat crouched at his feet and growled.

The strangers made no move to come closer. They simply watched from within their black hoods, their faces completely obscured in shadow.

"We came to seek the truth," the first man said.

The clanspeople shivered at the dry, harsh pitch of his voice. "What truth is that?" demanded Sayyed.

"We have seen many strange and evil visions. Is it true there is a contagion in the clans of Valorian?" 
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, loyalties, or kinship from their pasts. They lived only for their bloodthirsty goddess. What was happening to the clans would not matter to them.

But the speaker surprised him by inquiring, "Is Lord Athlone still well?" Kelene moved a step forward. "He was this afternoon, High Priest Seth." Her companions murmured in surprise. All of the Oathbreakers were identical 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." Almost arrogantly, the Oathbreaker pushed back his hood to reveal the face of an old man. Yet even aged by years and the rigors of his life as a cultist, there was still an incredible strength in his dark, lean 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 felt certain they were facing his brother, Seth.

"Who are you?" The priest spoke, his voice deadpan and his eyes hooded above his hawk nose and iron-gray beard.

"I am Kelene, daughter of Lady Gabria and Lord Athlone. Granddaughter of Savaric, your brother. I have the Watcher, so I can see what is happening to my parents." 
Seth did not reply right away. He stared down at Kelene, surveying her from head to boot. It was said the followers of Krath could look into men's hearts and reveal 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 challenging authority. The dark visage of her great uncle brought a chill to her skin, yet she stiffened her neck and assumed the empty, indifferent expression that always 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 basilisk stare from her to Sayyed again. "Tell me why you are here." 
Sayyed did not look away either. "We're going to Moy Tura." 
Seth showed no reaction other than a short nod of understanding. "The healers' records. That is a possibility." 
"Is there anything in your library that could help us?" Savaron asked.

"No," the high priest said with a voice like granite.

Savaron curled his lip. "Would you have offered it if there were?" 
"I will tell you this: beware of the spirit that follows you. It is stealing your life-force as you sleep. Especially yours." He pointed to Sayyed. "Your soul is dangerously weak. If it can, the wraith will kill you to gain your strength." 
"What life-force? Who is this wraith?" Rafnir demanded.

"We do not know who it is. Somehow it has evaded the realm 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 stay in this world permanently." 
Rafnir threw up his arms with the frustration they all felt. "How do we do that?" he asked angrily.

"Look for your answers in Moy Tura," Seth replied. Then, with an almost imperceptible nod to his men, the high priest glided back into the darkness and vanished. The clanspeople gaped in surprise at where the other cultists, too, had disappeared without a sound. Lightning cracked overhead, banishing the shadows and brightening the entire area. The copse was empty.

Niela's Hunnuli snorted and flattened her ears. "I agree!" Niela 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 likely to approach us." 
"Is it still following us?" Tomian wanted to know.

It is. Afer told them all. 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 I will be first. Then Savaron and Kelene, and Rafnir and Morad. Niela, you'll get your turn tomorrow night." 
Rafnir shook his head. "Father, you sleep tonight. I 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 a nod of acceptance, he scooped up the white cat and made his way to the nearest tent. He crawled in and was asleep before the cat had time to stretch out by his arm.

Outside, Savaron evaporated his ball of light while the others made ready for the night. Kelene and Niela took one tent, Savaron and Morad the other. Tomian stayed with Rafnir to keep watch in the black, storm-tossed darkness.

As soon as the others were settled, Rafnir went to his father's tent. Quickly he spoke the words of a spell, raised his hands in a small arch, and formed the magic into an opaque dome of red energy that surrounded the small tent. The dome was a protective shield that allowed only air to enter; it would remain in place as long as one of the magic-wielders maintained the spell.

"Do you think that will keep the wraith away from him?" Tomian asked dubiously.

Rafnir studied the red shield. "I hope so! Priest Seth said Father was in the worst danger. I have to try something to help him." The young Geldring nodded his approval. While Rafnir held the shield in place, Tomian rigged a small shelter close to the tents. The two men settled under the roof just as the first drops of rain heralded the downpour to come.

There was a tremendous crack of lightning, and the rain began to fall in windblown sheets. The Hunnuli huddled together, their heads turned away from the pelting rain.

Under the shelter, Rafnir peered into the darkness so hard it made his head hurt. Keeping the magic shield intact was taking more energy than he'd imagined. He was getting very tired. His eyelids were heavy weights; his body felt leaden. He shook his head to clear the sleep from his mind, but that didn't help. Slowly he leaned back against the shelter wall.

Beside him, Tomian was already dozing, his face slack with fatigue. The wind eased a little, and the rainfall steadied to a heavy drone on the tents and trees.

Rafnir's eyes slid closed. As his consciousness slipped into sleep, his concentration on the magic shield around Sayyed's tent wavered. The spell weakened, allowing the magic to dissipate. By the time Rafnir was fully asleep, the shield was gone. Sayyed's tent lay open to the night.

CHAPTER SEVEN
“Sayyed." 
He heard Tam's voice, soft and enticing in the darkness, and his heart leaped with joy. He knew her death had been a dreadful mistake. Now she was somewhere close by, calling for him. He was still 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 alone in a dank, enveloping fog. He was not sure where he was, for even the trees and sky were hidden by the dreary pall of mist. The silence was so absolute he could almost listen to it.

"Sayyed," the voice called again from somewhere closer.

He turned on his heel, looking frantically for her. "I'm here!" he cried. She had to be there!

He turned again, and there she was, coming out of the mist as alive and lovely as always. Her face was alight with love; bright ribbons gleamed in her dark hair. She smiled at him with that heart-melting dimple in her cheek and merriment in her eyes, and held out her hands to him.

Sayyed felt himself growing weaker. He could barely stand, yet at the same time his vision 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!

This time a different voice was calling 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 all he had to do was reach out and touch her. He lifted his fingers to grasp her hand when sudden pain ripped down his arm.

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 man dressed in long red robes. His dark eyes glared at Sayyed with such hatred that the warrior stumbled backward. Before he could recover, the man was gone. Sayyed was alone again in the fog. A dread, chill loneliness struck him, and he cried, "Tam!" with all the tears in his heart.

Sayyed! the strange voice called again.

The warrior paid no attention. Tam was gone again; he had to find her. He staggered into the mist.

Still the voice kept after him persistently, 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 first. "Stop it!" he shouted into the mist.

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 mist darken to black, and he found himself at the bottom of a deep tunnel. Somewhere up ahead the voice urged him to come, its insistence like a lifeline in the dark emptiness. It took all of his will to respond. He forced himself to move up through the thick, clinging blackness.

Hurry, Sayyed. Please, wake up, another, more masculine voice pleaded in his head. That voice, he knew, was Afer's. There was real desperation in the stallion's thoughts, and the plea gave Sayyed the strength he needed to reach consciousness. His eyes dragged open to look into a pair of blurry golden moons.

Something behind the moons growled and grumbled, and the female voice in his head fairly shouted, We almost lost you!
Outside Sayyed's shelter, a faint flash of lightning flared, lighting the interior of the small tent. Sayyed's vision 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 himself to his hands and knees. A wave of dizziness and nausea nearly knocked him flat again, and he had to take several 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 at one another and the Hunnuli neighing in rage. Then Sayyed heard something else over the uproar: the cruel laughter of the wraith.

Sayyed threw himself headlong through the tent's flap and somehow scrambled to his feet. The scene before him was in utter chaos. The dark, wet clearing seemed to be filled with wild animals 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 vision, and it threw the fighting below into a strange, blood-colored relief. Sayyed saw Afer close by, trading blows with a wild stallion; Kelene and Niela 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 several large stags were keeping him pinned against a tree. Savaron and Morad were struggling to get out of their tent while a bear mauled the fabric in an effort to reach them.

Sayyed barely had time to register on the chaos around him when something growled behind him. He whirled and came face-to-face with a crouching, feral dog. The dog was a massive male of the breed often used by the clans to hunt cave lions. It snarled again, then leaped for Sayyed's chest.

Tired as he was, the warrior reacted instantly. He drew his sword in a wide backhanded arc that sliced the blade into the springing dog's neck. The dog's head flopped sideways. The force of the blow knocked the animal to the ground, but to Sayyed's dismay it gathered itself and sprang at him again, its head still hanging at a crazy angle. Sayyed slashed at 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, still snarling and trying to snap at his boots.

He took a closer look at the animal. 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 nostrils. The dog was already dead.

Horrified, he looked around at the other wild animals. They did not appear to be whole either. Some had hideous wounds or injuries, as if they had been attacked, some were skin and bones, and none of the animals moved with the usual grace and alertness of living creatures. Every one of them was dead.

Sayyed didn't pause to reflect further on that gruesome reality, but raised his hand and sent a fistful of magic exploding into the bear attacking Savaron and Morad. Although Sayyed was weak and the bolt was not as powerful as usual, it was enough to blast the dead bear to fragments. At the same moment, Niela managed to put up a protective shield of magic around herself and Kelene. The wolves drew back snarling, 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 else that turned his blood 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 pelt was rotting off its carcass. The lion's eyes were only ant-riddled sockets, and one of its ears was missing. But its teeth and claws were terribly intact and its jaws dripped with fresh blood.

The lion raised its decaying head and stared straight at Sayyed. The warrior stumbled toward Tomian. Just as he raised his fist to fire another bolt of magic, the reddish form of the wraith materialized beside the big cat. With a wave of its hand, the form stopped the wild beasts in their places. The wraith turned slowly toward Sayyed, its visage uncovered for the first time.

The warrior stopped so fast he nearly fell. There before him was the man from his dream. He recognized every detail from the man's robes, his hawk-nose, and long dark hair to the almost maniacal look of hatred in his face.

"You will not escape again, magic-wielder," the apparition hissed. "I know where you are going and what you seek. You will not succeed. I plan to finish what I began two hundred years ago." With that he vanished into the night.

At his leaving, the driving force behind the dead animals disappeared. Their corpses sank into the grass, no more than lifeless, harmless carrion.

Shocked and disbelieving, the five young people slowly gathered around Sayyed. Kelene and Niela were unhurt, but Savaron had a laceration in his shoulder from the bear's claws, and Rafnir's arm had been torn by a stag's antler. Morad was white-faced as he knelt 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 unnatural angle.

Rafnir was the first to speak. "We fell asleep. I don't know how, but we fell asleep." His words were hoarse with disbelief. Morad looked up at him, tears streaming down his face, and Rafnir forced himself to go on. "The first thing I knew, that lion was attacking Tomian's Hunnuli. Tomian tried to save him, but the cat was too fast. Then all those animals 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," Kelene said, her arms wrapped tightly around her stomach.

Savaron kicked angrily at the dead lion. "But how did it move these beasts? And why did it take Tomian?" 
The others fell quiet and stared around at the wreck of their camp and at the carcasses of the animals strewn about like the trophies of a grotesque hunt.

"The wraith will be back," Niela 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 so tired he could hardly focus and so weak he could barely hold his sword. But the despair that had eaten at him for days was gone. Deep in the pit of his soul, a small 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 although he did not know exactly what it was yet, he vowed silently to his god that he would do everything in his power to see it 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 sets in," Kelene insisted.

Sayyed held up a hand and took a deep breath of the damp night air to still 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 must leave. We will move at night and rest in the daylight. The wraith hasn't tried to attack us during the day. Perhaps it's weaker then." 
Savaron sat down heavily on a log. "Is it weaker in the day? Or do we just not see it through the sunlight?" 
"I guess we'll find out," Sayyed muttered. Letting his head fall back, he stared up at the red ball of light still hanging over the clearing. 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 felt Rafnir's hands on his shoulders pushing him down to sit on the fallen tree trunk by Savaron.

"Stay there," Rafnir ordered. "Niela, Morad, and I 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 against 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 felt her soft fur under his fingertips. "Thank you," he whispered. "I 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 eyelids slide closed.

While Sayyed rested, the other travelers set to work. Niela 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 Niela used their magic to move enough dirt to open a deep pit. As they worked, Niela's voice joined the rustle of leaves and the faraway thunder to sing 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 stitching Savaron's wounded shoulder. She listened to the ancient words and felt the song shiver in her blood. She would miss Tomian, and she grieved for Morad, but it so easily could have been Savaron who fell, or Sayyed . . . or Rafnir. The thought sat like a hard lump in her throat, and her fingers tightened convulsively on Savaron's shoulder.

"Are you all right?" her brother asked softly.

She snapped out of her reverie, accidentally jerking her needle in the middle of a stitch. The unexpected pain made Savaron nearly leap off his seat. With a yelp, he swiveled his head and glared at her.

"So sit still! I can't sew a squirming snake!" she growled at him.

Gritting his teeth, he straightened so she could continue to stitch the two ragged claw marks on his back.

"Curse it all,” Kelene said irritably. "I can't sew in this red glow. Rafnir, give me some real light." 
Rafnir held a rag to his torn arm and said evenly, "Do it yourself." Both Savaron and Kelene looked at him in such astonishment, he added, "You're a magic-wielder. You know the spell. You do it." 
The young woman frowned. He was challenging her, she knew that, and there was no way to get out of it with her self-respect intact without actually trying the spell. Her chin lifted, she closed her eyes, concentrated on the unseen power' of magic around her, and repeated the spell her mother had tried to teach her so many times. She felt the magic stream into her like a comforting heat. Through her closed eyelids she saw a dim gleam of light. When she opened her eyes, it was there: a whitish sphere the size of her fist bobbing near her head. The light was small, and it flickered, but the results were hers!

Rafnir winked at her, and Savaron nodded in approval.

"Your shoulder has a nasty tear," Kelene observed as if nothing had happened. She went back to work, missing 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 I will make a poultice for you when we have time." She pushed the small bone needle through his skin again and gently drew the horsehair through to tie a knot. Savaron's Hunnuli had donated the hair from his tail, and Kelene had the needle and a pot of wound salve in her medicine bag. She was glad now she had brought it.

Savaron nodded once, his jaw clenched too tightly to answer. When Kelene 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." 
Pale and cold, but relieved, he turned around again and asked, "Where did you learn how to do that?"

She smiled then, a twinkle of merriment in her black eyes.

"I used to watch Piers. He taught me a lot. And," she chuckled as she helped him put his tunic back on, "I practiced on my horses." 
Savaron grinned back at her. "Well, they must have been good patients, because you are very quick and gentle." 
Kelene warmed at his praise and was still smiling when he' moved to make a place for Rafnir.

"You ought to smile more often,” the young sorcerer said, holding his injured arm out for her inspection.

Her smile faded, and she dropped her eyes to the torn skin on his arm. A strange nervousness crept into her, an embarrassment that startled and dismayed her. Her hands hovered in midair, hesitant to touch Rafnir. She did not mind touching her brother, for the feelings she sensed in him were familiar. The closeness they shared as brother and sister was something she had always accepted--even when she thought she could ignore it.

But Rafnir was different. He was, really, a stranger. Kelene did not know what he truly thought or felt. It frightened her when she realized suddenly that she cared very much what he was feeling. She wanted to think he was becoming her friend, but what if she touched him and sensed only dislike, dismay, or revulsion? 
He regarded her quizzically, his face grubby with dirt and a two-day stubble, his eyebrow slightly arched.

To Kelene's consternation, she felt a warm flush rise up her face. "Blasted hands," she muttered to herself. It was probably her magic talent that gave her the empathic touch, but she had never used the strange ability enough to know what it really was or how to control it. Thank the gods, her empathy did not extend to understanding people's thoughts---their feelings 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 mostly superficial. The muscle of his arm 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 else she didn't know, because at that moment the full force of his emotions battered at her concentration. She tried to block him out, but his feelings were so strong they shot through her mental defenses like a flight of arrows. Confusion, nervousness, surprise, pleasure, and fear were all there in a jumbled swarm that made her gasp. He was as unsettled as she was!

Calm down! It's all right! she told herself over and over until she could stop the trembling in her fingers. To her surprise, he seemed to absorb some of her reassurances. The overwhelming force of his emotions relaxed to a steadier, more accepting calm. Ever so gently she starred stitching, refusing to look up into his face or acknowledge any of what she felt.

When she was finished, Kelene wrapped a torn strip of cloth around his arm and busied herself putting away the salve, the precious needles, and the remains of fabric. She looked everywhere but at Rafnir.

The young sorcerer did not move for a long moment. "I think Coren was right," Rafnir said slowly. "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 felt 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-wielders laid his weapons beside him and piled the earth into a mound, while the Hunnuli watched with star-filled eyes and Niela sang the prayers of the dead. It was late by the time they finished. The night was still and black; the sky was overcast with thick, rolling clouds. A wind promising more rain stirred the tops of the pines.

With Sayyed in the lead, the small party rode from the copse and headed north by northeast, away from the mountains, for the final leg of their journey. If all went well 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 Tura only 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 at one time. He had already lost one of his companions; he did not want to lose any more.

The Hunnuli moved out at a jog trot, a steady, ground-eating pace that soon left the tree-clad slopes of the Himachals behind. The rolling grasslands opened out before them in a vast black emptiness. Only an occasional flash of lightning broke up the immense dark spaces that surrounded the travelers. Fortunately the ground was good and fairly level, so the Hunnuli had no trouble finding their way.

Rain began to full 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 clung to their minds, and fear rode by their side when they awoke. Everyone kept an anxious eye on the trail behind them, yet they saw no sign of the apparition in the heavy darkness.

When dawn came, the light was slow and grudging. The Storm clouds hung tenaciously overhead, blocking the radiance of Amara's sun behind a low, threatening roof. The magic-wielders studied the sky and felt their spirits drop as low as the clouds. The Hunnuli were miserable, too. The horses had been traveling at a hard pace for three days with little sleep or food, and even their iron endurance was beginning to flag.

Then the wind veered to the east and strengthened to a strong gusting 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 grasslands came to life under the warming sun. Insects shook off the wet and began to rustle in the tall grass. Birds soared on the wind, and the small 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 grasslands were virtually treeless, gently rolling, and wide open. There wasn't any real cover as far as he could see. He settled at last for a depression at the bottom of three hills and led his small parry down. The Hunnuli came to a grateful stop. The riders sighed and slumped on their horses' backs. No one tried to move.

Sayyed was about to dismount when he saw the birds. There were two of them, long, lanky, bald-headed death birds that were soaring in lazy circles overhead. Disquieted, Sayyed glanced around and saw nothing obvious that would attract carrion eaters. The other clanspeople didn't remark on anything strange. They were still sitting on the Hunnuli, too weary to move.

Are you well? Afer inquired quizzically.

"Yes, but look at those birds! What are the ugly things searching for?" 
Afer lifted his muzzle. What birds?
Sayyed jabbed a finger at the sky. "Those birds. Can't you see them?" he demanded in disbelief.

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, either. In fact, his companions were looking rather strange. They were stiff and glassy-eyed and motionless on their horses. Kelene had drawn her dagger and was staring at her leg, Niela seemed asleep, and the three young men were gazing toward a far horizon as if an enemy troop were about to appear. What was going on?

Sayyed glanced back at the sky.

The birds were still there. Three more joined the circle, then another five. The sky seemed filled with the black, silent birds slowly spiraling down, closer and closer. Sayyed ducked as one bird swooped by his shoulder, so close he could smell the odor of rotten meat clinging to its feathers. He slid off Afer and pressed his back close to the big stallion's side.

What is wrong? Afer snorted. Alarmed, he tossed his head in agitation.

"Birds," hissed Sayyed. "Everywhere." He looked up to see the carrion birds still floating above. "They're waiting for us to die." His voice grew louder and his hand crept toward his sword hilt.

There was a sudden bloodcurdling war cry behind him, and Sayyed whirled to see Savaron and Rafnir fling themselves from their startled mounts and come charging coward him, brandishing their swords.

The two young warriors were fast as lightning, and their murderous blades slashed 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 fell flat on his back. At the same time, the white cat leaped from the stallion's shoulder to Rafnir's head and clung 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 a wild swing at Sayyed, tripped, and fell. Only Sayyed's quick parry kept the blade from slashing deep into his thigh.

All at once the six Hunnuli trumpeted a furious warning. The sound seemed to shatter the morning. To Sayyed, the scene shifted slightly out of focus, then snapped back into startling clarity. The birds were gone, his party was huddled in a sunny dale, and his son was looking up at him, white-faced and appalled.

"Father! I thought you were a Turic raider! I was going to kill you," Rafnir choked out.

Savaron, too, was stunned. "We both thought you were. I saw a mask, a black burnoose, and a Tulwark blade!" 
"And I saw death birds." Sayyed leaned over and pulled his son to his feet. "Thank Afer that I did not become carrion for real birds." 
"But what caused us to see these strange things?" Kelene cried. "They seemed so real. I thought a viper was on my leg. I was about to stab it when the Hunnuli neighed." 
"I think our old friend is back, trying a new way to kill us," Sayyed said, slamming 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 Niela. "Look," she said, pointing toward the brow of the nearest hill.

This time even the light of the sun could not hide the glowing outline of the apparition's shape. It stood above them, its face gloating and its robes perfectly still 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 I want to wait around to see what he's going to throw at us next," said Savaron, jumping for his stallion's back. Rafnir and Sayyed followed his example. Weary as they were, the Hunnuli hastily 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? "I guess it's not strong enough yet. Maybe with each life it takes, it becomes more powerful. Besides," he growled, "why should it bother? It's defeating us now." 
Conversation died out after that, and the little party continued on in silence, full of misgivings and fear. They rode fast across the sunlit grasslands with the wind at their backs and the wraith at their heels. The strange spirit did not try to waylay them again with more hallucinations. Instead it seemed content to simply follow them and bide its time.

By noon the cool dampness of morning had burned off to a dry, crackling heat. The wind blew away any extra moisture left from the rain. It tossed the long grass and kicked up the dust in stinging clouds.

Niela suddenly broke the long stretch of quiet. "Why doesn't the wraith attack us again?" she cried.

The others jumped 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 said worriedly. She had her hand pressed to Demira's sweaty neck; it was obvious that the smaller filly was tiring.

Rafnir thought about the magic shield he had used to guard his father the night before. That one had failed because he had fallen asleep. Perhaps a shield was still a useful idea.

"What if we find a water hole and put up a defense shield around us while the horses rest? Between the six of us we should be able 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 a shield?" 
"Maybe it won't, but we have to try something!" Rafnir shot back.

Sayyed rubbed his gritty eyes. They were all getting short-tempered from fatigue and the heat, and most 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 stallion slung his head in answer and veered off toward the right with the others close behind. They cantered along the slope of a long hill, over another wide, treeless swell, and down into a shallow valley. A dry creek bed meandered along the valley floor, its gravel bars still damp from the night's rain. A few sparse willows and cottonwoods lined the banks.

In the shadow of a rock outcropping beneath a trailing willow, the Hunnuli found water in a low, muddy pool that barely reached their 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 magic impenetrable to everything but the outside air. Whether it would be proof against the wraith's strange ability to influence their minds, no one knew. Neither did they know how long they could hold their dome. Shields of magic power were difficult to maintain for a long period of time because they required a great deal of strength to keep them intact. No one in that little group would be able to hold a shield for long. They were all weary and feeling 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 their time drinking their fill, then fell to grazing on the thin grass growing along the banks.

The travelers had barely begun to eat when Kelene tugged Sayyed's sleeve and jerked her head toward their trail. He followed her frightened stare and saw the wraith coming slowly toward them. The clanspeople froze in place. The figure was moving steadily through the grass with a long, deliberate stride, its eyes fixed menacingly on the dome before it. 
Alarmed, Sayyed realized the form was no longer nebulous. It had solidity, depth, and detail. Beneath the glowing outline of phosphorescence, its robes were the same dark red of a priest of Sorh, its feet wore woven sandals, its hands were long and supple, and in the depths of its dark blue eyes burned a loathing that drove a chill down Sayyed's back. The emotion was so intense on the wraith's face, its features were twisted askew in a mask of rage and abhorrence.

The figure walked to within two paces of the magic shield 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. Very deliberately the wraith stepped forward and began to force its way through the magic wall. The shield wavered and dimmed under the assault.

"I can't hold it!" Rafnir shouted, and Sayyed, Savaron, Niela, and Morad came to his aid. Together they clasped hands and joined their power to his to strengthen the dome.

Kelene hesitated, because she had never tried to form or hold a shield. 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 sizzled in her blood, roared in her ears, and brought her mind brilliantly alive. She knew what she had to do and threw her entire will into the union of magic-wielders.

The shield suddenly burst 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 itself at the red barrier only to be forced back by the intense energy. Finally it spat a curse and stood back, its luminous outline glowing with its rage. "Sorcerers!" It hissed the name like a malediction. "Together you are strong, but you cannot endure against me for long. I will have my revenge." 
"Who are you?" Sayyed demanded.

The apparition gave a sharp, bitter laugh. "Your destruction," it swore ferociously, and in the flick of a finger, it vanished.

The clanspeople stared at the place where the wraith had been standing, half expecting it to return and try again to break their shield. When nothing happened, they began to breathe 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?" 
"One thing at a time," 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 relax while you can. We must reach Moy Tura by nightfall." 
Morad paced around between the walls of the shield. "What good will that do us? What if it follows us in?" 
"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 himself and subsided into his own thoughts.

The others wasted no time following Sayyed's advice to rest. Savaron ate some food, then took over the shield from Rafnir so he could eat, too. Tam's cat sat by Afer's hooves and meticulously cleaned her fur. The Hunnuli drank and grazed while Niela brushed their sweaty coats, and Kelene checked Savaron's and Rafnir's wounds. Morad sat on the outcropping and stared morosely at the hills.

It was he who caught the first ill omen on the wind. He straightened and sniffed the air worriedly. Their magic shield was not impervious to smells, so when another breeze wafted around the dome, Morad rose like a startled hound. "Do you smell smoke?" he asked.

CHAPTER EIGHT
Smoke?" exclaimed Sayyed, sitting upright fast. The clanspeople were all too familiar with the dangers of grass fires. They came to their feet in alarm. Savaron dissolved the shield, and the Hunnuli lifted their muzzles to test the air.

He is right, 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 pale, added, "What if this is just another delusion?" 
Sayyed shook his head. "The wraith's dreams and illusions have never affected the Hunnuli, and Afer confirms the smoke. I think this is real." He picked up his saddle pad. "Mount up," he ordered.

A short time later, the small party rode up the slope of the valley. The wind was stronger now, full of dust and sharp pieces of brittle grass. It snarled their cloaks, pulled at Sayyed's burnoose, and set the horses' tails flying. The riders paused at the top and looked back to the east.

The women drew a sharp breath at what they saw. Sayyed's palms broke into a cold sweat. The entire eastern skyline was ablaze with orange and yellow and smudged with rising black. As he shielded his eyes against the stinging wind, Sayyed discovered his clothes were covered with little black flecks. There were cinders in the air.

"North!" shouted Sayyed. "We'll cut across the fire's path and try to reach the plateau." 

Strengthened by their rest and by growing fear, the six Hunnuli galloped north. They knew as well as their riders that they could outrun almost anything on the ground except a firestorm. The wind swept across their trail, picking up dirt and debris and bringing the acrid smell of smoke. The Hunnuli pushed until 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 level grasslands grew hillier and more uneven. Small 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 first butte was a huge plateau and a trail leading up its steep side to the ruins of Moy Tura. If the travelers could reach that trail 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 against the flying dust, he straightened over Afer's rising and falling neck and risked a glance to the east. The wall of fire was moving incredibly fast. Already it had halved the distance between its towering flames and the desperately running Hunnuli. The smoke was thickening, too, making the air hard to breathe.

Terrified animals began to cross their path. Antelope and deer went racing by without a glance; a wild dog, rabbits, and foxes darted side by side through the long grass. Birds flew frantically from the increasing gloom.

Sayyed looked ahead and saw the first butte just off to the right. The plateau was not far, but the warrior had a sick feeling in the pit of his stomach that it was too far. Already he could hear the fierce roar of the fire over the thunder of the Hunnuli's hooves. "Can you run any faster?" he yelled to Afer.

The stallion'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 usually effortless pace was becoming labored. If Afer was having trouble, the others would be too, especially the smaller 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 decision. They weren't going to beat the flames, and there was no point breaking the horses in the vain effort of trying. They would have to stop and stand their ground.

"Pull up!" Sayyed bellowed. He brought Afer to a halt on the top of a low 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 airtight shield around us, but I'll need your help to hold it." 
"Will that work against such a fire?" Savaron yelled over the increasing roar of the flames.

"I don't know," Sayyed shouted back.

They all looked apprehensively at the approaching fire. From their position on the low hill they could see the towering wall of flames sweeping toward them. Tufts of tall 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 deafening, like an endless, rolling thunder.

Sayyed waited no longer. He had learned the spell from Gabria many years before, and the words came clearly to his mind. He envisioned exactly what he wanted---an airtight, impervious dome of magic---gathered in enough power to form it, then began the spell. Gabria had used this spell 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 their riders. The pillars grew until they reached above the tallest man's head, then they curved over and united in the 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 immediately silenced.

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 stifling atmosphere outside.

Sayyed felt perspiration trickling down his face and shoulders, and his limbs began to tremble. He closed his mind to everything but holding the dome. Beneath him, Afer's sides were heaving, his black coat slick with sweat. Yet the stallion stayed as still as possible, so as not to distract the sorcerer. Hunnuli could not wield magic themselves, but they could lend their strength to their riders when such help was necessary. Afer gave Sayyed some of his power now, sending it pulsing through the mental link they had forged through years of friendship and devotion. Sparked from the white-hot lightning that gave the Hunnuli their power, Afer's might surged into his rider and bolstered Sayyed's flagging spell.

A moment later, Sayyed felt Rafnir join his power to the spell, then Kelene, Savaron, Morad, and Niela. The red dome flared to a brilliant ruby red.

And just in time. The wind blew burning pieces of grass around them and whipped the flames to a frenzy high over their heads. Smoke from the blaze rolled around them, almost smothering the lurid glow of the fire outside the red walls.

The great sea of flames was almost upon them when Morad yelled in alarm. His sudden cry startled them, and they looked up, horrified, to see the wraith standing by the dome's wall, the firestorm directly behind it. In that critical instant, their concentration slipped, and the spell wavered. An incredible heat and raging noise burst through the thinning walls and knocked the people reeling 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 all of his fury into the spell. The walls intensified 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 sight of the wraith waiting in the flames. They poured all of their abilities into holding the shield against the conflagration.

The seconds seemed to turn so slowly that the six riders thought the ordeal would never end. In truth, though, the firestorm passed as quickly as it came. Pushed by the high winds, it roared over the magical dome like a stampede, then thundered on to the northwest. The flames' glowing light died down, and the clanspeople opened their eyes. Outside the dome the smoke was still thick. A few small 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 their life-saving shield. The hot wind struck them the moment the dome disappeared. The wind was still laden with ash and dust and acrid with the smell 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 I know what a loaf of bread feels like," Rafnir said into the quiet.

The riders broke into laughter that was made richer by the joy of their escape. The unspoken tension among them eased when they realized they were safe from the fire and only a few leagues away from the trail that led up to the top of the plateau and their destination. The fire was still raging to the east and north; however, it posed no threat to the plateau or to themselves as long as they stayed behind it.

"Can anyone see the wraith?" Sayyed asked his group.

There was a pause while the others studied their surroundings. "I think he's gone again," Savaron answered for them all.

"Where does he go?" Rafnir wondered aloud. "And how in Sorh's name does he keep up with us?" 
The travelers remained silent. They had no answers about the wraith's baffling powers, only fears that the next time he took their party by surprise he would be more successful. The light mood of their escape dwindled away to trepidation. There were still a few leagues to go to Moy Tura and no guarantee that the apparition would not follow them inside the city.

The company hurried on and soon saw the high plateau rising like a fortress from the plains. They reached the trail 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, a remnant of the golden days when the clan sorcerers lived in the isolated splendor of Moy Turn on the crown of the highland. In those days, nearly three hundred years ago, men had revered magic-wielders, 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 their sorcerers. In the short span of one generation, they turned completely against 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 losing forever an important part of their heritage and tradition. Only a few scars remained to remind their descendants of the past. The old road was one of those.

Despite its age, the road was in fairly good condition. Its paving stones were still intact and only partially overgrown by grass and weeds that had crept between the seams. The going was easy enough that the Hunnuli completed the climb to the top of the plateau by early evening.

The younger people looked around curiously 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.

"Where is it?" demanded Morad, his flat face hard with irritation. He had expected to see the city's ruins rising in front of him like a giant pile of rubble.

"It's ahead. Not far," Sayyed answered wearily. 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 all black with soot and reeking of smoke. Kelene was dazedly patting her drooping filly while Niela sat on her horse, her shoulders sagging and her eyes half-closed. The three young' men were looking more alert, 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 trail behind them. Sayyed warily straightened; the others looked back nervously. They were certainly not expecting anyone to be following them, so who else would be riding up that particular trail?

The sound of hooves drew closer.

The wind 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 trail beyond the point where it dropped over the side of the plateau. Their only clue was the steady thud of hooves on the road.

Kelene felt the hairs on the back of her neck begin to rise.

There wasn't supposed to be anyone on the trail behind them. Not on this plateau. She was at the end of the line of riders and had the clearest view of the road, so she pushed herself higher on Demira's shoulders and craned to see who was coming.

She was the first to spot the rider as he topped the slope. Her heart sank in recognition---it was the wraith. But it was his mount that clogged the breath in her throat and transfixed her with horror.

The glowing form was astride a Hunnuli, or what had once been a Hunnuli. The left side of the horse's head was crushed as if from a terrible fall; its neck was broken behind the ears forcing the head to hang at an unnatural angle. The once shining black coat was filthy with dirt and loose patches of decaying skin. The Hunnuli was obviously dead, yet by the wraith's uncanny power its corpse was making 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 us!" Morad yelled. "On a Hunnuli!" Outraged, he raised his palm to blast the animal.

Kelene saw Sayyed flinch as if he wanted to stop the Geldring, but the warrior clenched his hands into fists and watched wordlessly 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 harmlessly into the rotting hide. Somehow, Kelene was not surprised. Hunnuli were impervious to magic, and apparently that protective ability lasted beyond death. 
The wraith lifted his head in a shout of derision. Kicking his mount into a gallop, he headed straight for Kelene and Demira.

Before Kelene could react, Demira wheeled away and bolted. The other Hunnuli took one stricken look at their dead former companion and fled with her. They galloped across the flat highland as fast as their tired legs could move, while behind them came the hollow rattle of the dead horse's hooves pursuing them into the gathering twilight.

Kelene ducked her head low over Demira's neck and dug her fingers into the filly's mane. She didn't need telepathic communication to know that the little Hunnuli was exhausted. She could feel it in every swing of Demira's legs, in the frantic cast of those lovely deep eyes, and in the red cupped nostrils that could not suck in the air fast enough. Demira's coat was soaked with sweat and spume flew from her mouth.

Kelene wanted to cry for her. Even though she was falling farther and farther behind, the filly was struggling on with every muscle and sinew to keep going.

The girl 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 felt a powerful urge to scream. She had 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 against the wind, and felt her fury kindling.

Kelene was sick to death of this hideous being! She hated his power over their minds and the terror that clung 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 clumsy, unskilled magic against him. Somehow she had to help Demira go faster.

The girl 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 all she could think about was flying. If Demira could fly, she could escape, Kelene was certain of that. There had to be something she could try.

She searched her mind again, and this time she remembered the story of Valorian's escape from the chasm in Gormoth. Even though he had been untrained in his new power, Valorian had created a magic spell 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 relieve some of the strain on the young horse's legs.

Her problem was she had never cried to use a spell that complicated. Gods, she hadn't used any spell in five years---until last night. What if something went wrong again? What if she hurt Demira or killed them both? A cold pit of fear settled in her stomach, but she knew she couldn't let it stop her. The wraith was almost alongside. She could smell the stink of the dead horse and hear the apparition's throaty chuckle.

"You are mine, you broken-footed excuse for a magic-wielder,” he hissed at her.

Clenching her teeth in fury, Kelene ducked away from him until she was almost hanging on Demira's right side. "Watch your feet," she warned the filly. "I'm going to try something." 
Hurry! Demira responded. Beneath the entreaty there was an undertone of faith and trust that gave Kelene the last boost of confidence she needed. With all the will she could muster, 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 strong enough to hold a horse's weight, yet swift enough to carry them away from the wraith. Using her magic, she caught the evening breeze, bound it to her spell, and shaped the wind to her purpose. Because she had created the spell herself, she had no formal incantation, so she set the spell into motion by using her own words to describe exactly what she wanted.

The words were barely out of her mouth when Demira stumbled. If Kelene hadn't had the skill and strength of an Induran rider, she would have been pitched off. As it was, she was knocked even farther off Demira's right side, and her concentration on the magic began to falter.

Strengthen the spell! Demira sent to her frantically. I am falling through it.

Hanging on to the filly's mane with both hands, Kelene fought to keep her leg hooked over the Hunnuli's back while she closed her eyes and forced her will into her spell. She felt the magic pour through her, a wild primitive power that made her blood sing with its energy. Fiercely she sent it downward to reinforce the support under Demira's body.

Almost at once, the little Hunnuli stopped galloping. At the same time Kelene felt a strange rising sensation in the pit of her stomach.

"Kelene!" the girl heard Rafnir yell, but she ignored his voice and ignored the increasing wind that tugged at her. All she heard was the wraith's howl of rage. Her eyes flew open to see the ground moving by nearly eight feet below. Demira was airborne!

Shaking with relief and pleasure, she scrambled back up onto Demira's back. The filly, relieved of the weight on her legs and the hard resistance of the ground, bobbed her head in thanks. Although Kelene's wind was carrying her, Demira instinctively 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 Niela watched her, openmouthed. Rafnir looked up, grinned, and clenched his fist in salute.

She lifted her hand to wave back, then changed her move to a warning gesture. The wraith, furious at his loss of one victim, had increased his mount's speed and was closing in on the other Hunnuli. The five black horses put all their strength into that desperate run, but they were worn and hungry, and their speed was badly diminished. The dead Hunnuli was catching up.

Kelene saw their danger all too clearly. She wanted to help, except she could barely keep Demira going. She had not realized 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. Perhaps if they knew where to 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 rising from the plain ahead.

It was difficult to distinguish its character in the twilight, yet the irregular outline could be only one thing on this flat plateau.

"Moy Tura!" 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 city of the sorcerers,” the wraith suddenly shouted. He was close behind Morad, and his harsh voice made the Geldring cringe. "Its walls are shattered! Its corrupt and evil towers have been ground into dust. Its heretics lie dead in their own blood. That is the fate of all magic-wielders who defile the powers of the almighty gods! You can flee, profaners, but you will still perish!" 
Kelene shut her ears to the wraith's cruel words and guided her companions toward the only entrance she could find in the high city walls. She saw two broken towers to either side 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 Demira to the ground before gratefully dissolving her spell. Rafnir, Niela, and Savaron came thundering in just behind her.

The four of them gathered close together just inside the gates and waited for Sayyed and Morad. They knew there was nowhere to run in the ruins if the wraith came in after them, so they prepared to stand and fight.

Just outside, Sayyed and Afer slowed until Morad and the wraith were nearly alongside. The apparition's mount was bumping Morad's Hunnuli, and the young man was hanging onto his stallion's neck for dear life.

With a shriek, the wraith reached out for Morad. His long, grasping fingers were almost on the young sorcerer's tunic when Sayyed shouted angrily, "Priest!" 
His sharp voice drew the apparition's attention away from Morad. Afer, trying to forget that the dead Hunnuli had been his friend and companion for twenty-three years, veered sideways and slammed into the horse's side. The broken stallion staggered, giving Morad's horse the chance to shoot ahead through the gateway and join the others.

Snarling a malediction, the wraith turned on Sayyed. "Profaner," he cursed. "You think to escape me, but I spent my life hunting your kind." It wrenched the dead horse toward Afer.

The big black made one last valiant plunge into the ruined gateway and wheeled to a stop within the stone walls. There Afer paused, and he and Sayyed faced the apparition on the other side of the entrance. The white cat, who was clinging to the saddle pad and packs behind Sayyed, poked her head around his side and spat at the dead priest.

The warrior raised his hand. "Come no farther, priest," he commanded. "You do not belong here!" 
The wraith hesitated, his glowing eyes staring 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. "Neither 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 wraith 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 sickening hue in the dark twilight; the stench of death saturated the air.

Sayyed felt his guts twist as the wraith came within two paces of the gate. His warrior's instincts brought his hand to the hilt of his sword. Although he doubted the blade would help him against this fearsome apparition, the familiar grip of the leather-bound hilt felt comforting in his hand. He was about to unsheathe it when the dead Hunnuli stopped.

It was almost nose to nose with Afer, but it could not seem to come any closer. The wraith shouted furiously and leaped off the Hunnuli, letting the dead horse collapse back to the ground in a heap. 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 silently breathed a prayer of thanks to Amara and to the ancient builders of Moy Turn. Some of the old wards of the city were still 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.

Finally he stood back and glared balefully at Sayyed. "So. Not all of the magic was destroyed. No matter. You are trapped." His expression shifted to one of gloating contempt.

"I have been watching you, magic-wielder. I know you are here to seek help for your dying people. But you won't find it in this dead shell! Soon you will have to leave. ". . and I will be waiting." He turned on his heel and strode into the night.

The clanspeople stayed still until the red phosphorescence of the wraith's robes disappeared in the dark. Then Sayyed's hand fell from his sword. That slight movement was like a signal that broke the tension. The younger people gathered around the warrior and Afer, talking all at once in loud, excited voices until their leader held up his hand. For the first time in days, he gave them a weary smile. "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 in the distance, the voice of a hunting lion.

"The Korg," Niela whispered.

Rafnir looked around at his companions' sooty faces and at the sweating, drooping Hunnuli. "I 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 wall and made camp as best they could. No fire was lit and no one spoke above a whisper for fear of attracting the guardian lion of Moy Tura.

Sayyed was the only one of the group, and one of only three people still alive in the clans, who had ever seen the Korg. Nevertheless, he did not need to impress a sense of caution and danger on his companions. They had all heard the legends of the Korg and listened to the tales of Gabria's journey through Moy Tura over twenty years before. They knew the huge stone lion defended the ruins against any intruders and would kill as mercilessly as any real lion.

With the wraith outside the walls and the Korg prowling somewhere in the ruins, the travelers felt like rabbits trapped between a hawk and a fox. Still, they were grateful for the shelter and the chance to rest. Each Hunnuli and rider took a turn at standing watch while the others slept. For the first time in three nights they were able to sleep long and well without terrors stalking their dreams.

Daylight was streaming through broken timbers in the roof when Sayyed came slowly awake to find a warm, rough tongue licking his cheek. He felt a soft weight standing on his chest, and paws that gently kneaded his neck.

Get up, the white cat insisted noisily. You are awake, and I am hungry.

He cracked an eye and saw her golden orbs staring at him intently. "Did you ever have a name?" he whispered, speaking more to himself than the cat. Tam had always felt an animal should name itself, but she had not had enough time to learn her cat's name, and Sayyed had not thought about it until that moment.

The cat tilted her head and meowed. Name? No name yet. I am she who walks with the moon. I am Tam's friend. I am Sayyed's friend. Afer stuck his nose close and gently nudged her. She swatted at the big horse, knocking herself down and rolling over on Sayyed's face. I 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 certainly earned one." 
Like a weasel, she slipped from his grasp and sat down on the ground, her regal eyes unblinking. l will think about it.
"Good. Meanwhile, we must get to work," The warrior climbed to his feet and roused the others. Savaron was already outside, keeping a watch for unwelcome intruders. The rest of the party stretched and yawned their way to their 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 last time I was here I was only trying to get out. From what I 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 at 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, since the Sorcerers' Hall and a large temple are there. That's a good place to begin." 
Niela asked, "What exactly are we looking for?" 
"Anything that could be connected to healing. Look for places where the healers might have stored records, for libraries, houses of healing, shops that sold herbs, or even burial places. Use your eyes and your imaginations, Don't disregard anything that catches your attention," Sayyed ran his fingers over his bearded chin and looked at each face in turn. "We'll start at the center and work our way out. I don't need to tell you the Korg is dangerous. Just be alert. If we get separated, meet back here," he finished.

The others nodded, their expressions a blend of nervousness, apprehension, and excitement. They tied strips of cloth around the horses' hooves to muffle the sound of their movements on the stone streets and removed any metal objects on their persons that could jingle or rattle. When everyone was finished, they rode from the tower room in single file.

The sun was well 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 breathlessly still. Other than the dead Hunnuli still lying by the gate, there was no sign of the wraith, and no evidence of the Korg, either. The city was eerily silent.

The Hunnuli left the shadow of the city wall and walked out onto the wide, rubble-strewn road that led into the heart of the city. For once the white cat did not ride with Sayyed but trotted ahead of the horses, her tail held high.

For a long while it was a very quiet group that rode through the ruins, their eyes wide with awe and curiosity. They stared at the remnants of what had once been the most beautiful city on the Ramtharin Plains.

Built by the clan sorcerers over three hundred years ago, Moy Tura had been the epitome of their skill and love of beauty. Within its walls had lived the finest of the clan magic-wielders: the teachers and apprentices, the healers, the shapeshifters, craftsmen, and the all-powerful Council of Twelve. They had loved their city so well, they had introverted themselves in its isolated beauty. They never recognized their own clans' distrust, envy, and hate until it was too late.

Through treachery and betrayal, an army of clansmen broached the city's defenses and took Moy Tura by storm. The army slaughtered almost all of the inhabitants, plundered the city, and razed the buildings so Moy Tura would never be used again. After that, they marched on the summer gathering and massacred every known magic-wielder in the clans.

What became known as the Purge proved horribly effective. Only a few magic-wielders escaped death by fleeing 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 jewel of the plains, crumbled into dust and faded into legend. For two hundred years it had lain abandoned, shrouded in mystery and guarded only by a lonely stone lion.

Gabria and her companions had been there once, years before, on the trail of Lord Branth. Sayyed remembered that journey well. It was on that expedition that he had met Tam, learned to use his power, and found Afer. Moy Tura had been only a brief and terrifying stop on a long journey, but the memories of the place were burned indelibly 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 at the piles of rubble covered in dust and clambering vines, at the weed-choked streets, the roofless towers, and the empty gaping windows. He saw piles of broken statuary blotched with lichen, shattered fountains, and gardens long overgrown and filled with debris. The city looked so bleak 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-wielders were studying the ruins with mixed emotions. Morad saw only heaps of rocks and places where enemies could hide. Niela was ready to leave at her first chance. She had a cold, sick feeling about this place, and although she wouldn't speak of it, she was badly frightened. Savaron and Rafnir 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 city as it might have been---whole, clean, alive with people, crackling with the magical energy of hundreds of magic-wielders. 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, half expecting to see a face in one of the dark doorways or hear footsteps in an alley. But there was no life to see beyond a lizard that scuttled into a crevice and the flies that followed the Hunnuli. The emptiness hit her like a sharp ache.

Tears filled her eyes. Her feelings were startling in their intensity, for until this journey, she had never been deeply moved by the history of her people, especially the magic-wielders. Now she found herself mourning the murdered sorcerers and their families almost 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. This is ridiculous, she chided herself. Why should I 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 all 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 herself to do it that night when she could concentrate on the stone in the peace and relative safety of their shelter.

The little 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 silence around them was oppressive, the emptiness thoroughly depressing. Clanspeople were accustomed to busy camps and open spaces; this dead city was almost intolerable.

They were all relieved when the Hunnuli came to a high stone wall with four arches opening into the spacious courtyard of a large temple. The temple, once a magnificent, multi-columned edifice, was now only a heap of old stone.

"I recognize this," Sayyed murmured. "We almost caught Branth here. The Sorcerers' Hall should be just beyond." 
The Hunnuli picked their way around several piles of rubble, went past the stone wall, and walked into a wide, 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 skillfully paved with slabs of granite that had withstood years of trampling feet, wagon wheels, and horses' hooves, only to be stained with blood and left to the mercy of sun and weather. 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 easily recognizable since it had been used by the clans 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 sunlight, and its rays were straight and intact.

"I 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 else." 
Savaron tore his eyes away from the gold sun and glared around at the ruins. "They probably didn't want to anger the goddess," he said, then added with real bitterness, "though why they should worry about that when they were destroying her city and washing themselves in their own clan blood, I don't know." 
Kelene looked coward her brother in admiration. So he felt it too---the grief and anger and sense of loss. She wondered if the reason she and Savaron felt 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 impressions of Moy Tura to the clans, but because the chieftain and the Corin woman were the first clanspeople since the Purge to be allowed to live and practice sorcery. Gabria and Athlone could have so easily become victims of the same hatred that razed this city. The realization made Kelene shudder.

"There's the Sorcerer's Hall," 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. It 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 heat fractures of a large 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 at those steps. The Sorcerers' Hall was said to be the tallest building in the city. The Council of Twelve had their 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 his tome in one of those vanished rooms." 
Morad grimaced. "Yeah, I know all that. So tell me something I don't know. Where are the healers' records?" 
"And where is the Korg?" Niela added. She had to clear her throat to steady her voice.

Sayyed slid off Afer and patted the black's neck. "Two excellent questions. Let's see if we can find the answer to just the first." He studied the buildings around the square before he continued. "We'll split up into two groups and start at the Sorcerers' Hall. Rafnir, Kelene, and Savaron, work your way along the eastern side. Niela and Morad will come with me to the western side." 
The travelers quickly dismounted, broke into their groups, and hurried toward the Sorcerers' Hall, the Hunnuli and the cat following along. At the steps of the great hall, they realized there was no point wasting time searching that ruin. Everything above the foundation was destroyed. They went on to the next set of buildings at either side.

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 collapsed onto the second floor above and most of the walls were crumbling. Fortunately, a few support beams held up enough of the first floor ceiling to give the three people spaces to search.

Carefully they worked their way into the dim interior. The first room was lit only by beams of light gleaming through cracks in the ceiling. Nevertheless, there was enough illumination to show the clanspeople that the place had been deliberately wrecked. The floor was a shambles of broken furniture, smashed glass and crockery, and tools, all buried under two centuries of dirt, cobwebs, and windblown debris.

"This must have been a house of artisans," Rafnir speculated. "Woodworking tools," he said, holding up several old chisels, their wooden handles rotted away.

"You may be right," Kelene called from another room. "There are stone-carving tools and slabs of marble in here." 
For the next few hours they searched, room to room, house by house, one building at 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 investigation into the next set of rooms facing the square.

Kelene's ankle and foot were throbbing when she finally dropped down on a fallen timber and pushed her hair back from her face.

"You made a smudge," said Rafnir from the doorway. He walked into the room, carrying something small under his arm. With a smile, he wiped the dirt off her forehead and sat down beside her.

Savaron, just behind them, grinned to himself and slipped out of sight into another part of the building.

Kelene felt her heart begin a slow pound. If anyone had asked her on the afternoon of the Induran race if she would want to sit beside Rafnir, she would have spat in the speaker's face. Now, after all that had happened since that momentous race, she not only wanted him to sit there, but she felt safe, exhilarated, warm, and lightheaded all in one rush of emotion. It was a reaction she had not anticipated. Kelene 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 at her. "How did you do that spell yesterday?" 
Kelene was so startled by his question that she couldn't remember for a moment. "What spell?" 
"Valorian's spell to form a platform of wind. It was brilliant." 
She blushed at his compliment and looked down at the rocks by her feet. "It was desperation." 
He laughed, a deep, pleasant sound. "Well, it worked. Demira flew like the wind." 
"No," Kelene said; raising her head again. Her confusion was forgotten in the remembrance of the day before. "She didn't fly. Not like I want her to fly. She was only carried by air and magic, and I couldn't have kept her up much longer. The spell took too much strength to sustain. If Demira is going to truly fly, she must do it on her own." 
Rafnir grinned broadly, his eyes boring into hers. With deliberate casualness, he uncovered the object under his arm and handed her a flat chunk of weathered marble. "I found this for you. It was part of a frieze over a door in the garden back there." The marble felt cold to Kelene's hands. The top was featureless, but the bottom was knobby and uneven to the touch.

The girl turned it over and stared at the delicate relief carving on the stone. The subject was fanciful; 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 felt a quiver tingle through him. "I, uh, broke it off. . . I didn't think the owner would mind," he managed to say.

"This is it," Kelene said, jabbing a finger at the carving.

"This is what we have to do!" She subsided into silence while her imagination sprang free of the earth and went wheeling among the clouds. "A winged horse," she sang to herself, 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 spell that would create that result without injury to Demira.

Was it possible? Kelene tucked the marble tile inside her tunic. She hoped so. By the gods, she hoped so!

"Thank you," she began to say to Rafnir when she heard Niela call somewhere outside.

"Kelene! Rafnir!" Niela shouted nervously. "Savaron! Where are you?" 
Kelene rushed to her feet in alarm. "She shouldn't be yelling like that." Before she could limp to the nearest opening, Rafnir was past her and running out the doorway.

Just as he left the building, the quiet was abruptly shattered by a tremendous roar that reverberated through the square. Kelene heard all six Hunnuli neigh a wild challenge as Niela screamed in terror.

"Niela! Run!" Kelene heard Rafnir yell. Kelene lunged frantically for the doorway. Under the sudden pressure of her weight, her weak ankle gave way, and she stumbled into the wall. She would have fallen if Savaron hadn't come up behind her and caught her arm.

"What's happening?" he cried, steadying her against the broken doorframe. They both looked out in time to see the Korg bounding across the square toward the running figure of Niela. Kelene's fingers clenched the wood, and her voice rose in a scream. "No!" 
Half 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 massive body with incredible speed after the fleeing clanswoman.

Kelene felt herself go numb as she watched Niela desperately trying to reach the cover of the nearest building. Sayyed and Morad raced after her from their side of the square, and Rafnir dosed in from the opposite direction, but Kelene realized they had little hope of reaching the Jehanan woman. The Korg was gaining too rapidly.

Only Niela's 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 leap away from catching Niela 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 horse, its round eyes glowing with an uncanny gold light, its stone teeth bared. In one swipe of a large front paw it smashed the black mare to the ground.

Niela stumbled in horror. She clamped her hands to her head, and wailed a long, rending scream of anguish.

The remaining Hunnuli neighed again, their voices high in anger and grief.

"Stay here," Savaron snarled to Kelene. He threw himself on his stallion and galloped after the other men. From several different directions, the four men raised their hands and fired a barrage of the deadly blue Trymian force at the Korg. The lion roared in anger. It was knocked back a pace by the powerful energy, but the bolts bounced harmlessly 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 Niela and toss her like a bloody rag onto a heap of rubble.

Her face hot with fury, Kelene limped out the doorway ready to find Demira and join the battle against 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 sprang for Afer's back.

Sayyed bellowed, "Scatter! All of you!" and Kelene threw herself back inside the shadowed building.

The young men obeyed, too. Vaulting astride their Hunnulis, Morad and Rafnir fled from the square in two different directions. Savaron disappeared past a broken archway down a side street. Sayyed took one last look after his companions, then fired another bolt of magic at the Korg to draw him on. Afer, the Korg close on his heels, galloped down the northern road and vanished into the ruins.

The square, empty now except for the bodies of Niela and her Hunnuli, fell silent. From the dark doorway, Kelene peered out and spotted Demira close by, pressed into a narrow space between the broken walls of two buildings. The little Hunnuli was visibly trembling. Thankfully, the girl eased out the door and joined the horse in her hiding place. They stood for a long time pressed together while Kelene's tears wet Demira's dusty coat.

When the silence and solitude of the square became too much to bear, Kelene and the filly slipped from their shelter and moved warily toward Niela. There was no question that the woman and the mare were dead. Their broken, torn bodies were already swarming with flies.

Kelene swallowed hard and looked around the square. There was no sign of anyone to help her with the task she wanted to do, but she was not going to leave Niela to the carrion eaters. While Demira kept watch, Kelene 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 real grave, so Kelene used a levitation spell to move chunks of rock around and over the bodies until they were completely covered.

The magic worked so well 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 all, she mused when she placed the final stone on the cairn. She was growing more confident with her talent and more comfortable with the feel of magic coursing through her. Niela would have been proud of her.

Sudden anger made Kelene kick a rock across the paving. She raised her fist to the sky. "What do you want us to prove?" she shouted to the gods in their firmament. "First the plague, then the wraith, now the Korg. Can't you give us a little help?" There was no answer from the bright sky---not that Kelene expected one from gods who remained so mysterious and aloof.

But Demira tossed her head nervously. Kelene, I do not think yelling is a good idea.

The young woman clenched her teeth to keep her anger from boiling out any more. The filly was right---shouting could bring trouble. Kelene bent down instead and twisted a piece of flowering vine around the top stone of the cairn.

She felt a soft muzzle nudge her elbow, and she wrapped her arms around Demira's neck. The sweet, familiar smell of horse filled her nostrils; the black hairs tickled her cheek. To her, though, the most soothing sensation was the warm trust and comfort she felt in the Hunnuli's presence. Gone was her old reluctance to ride the black horses. Now she felt only pride and honor as she pulled herself up onto the filly's back. She wasn't certain how Demira felt about their new friendship, but Kelene had a notion that her gelding, Ishtak, would have to find a new master.

The filly cautiously trotted across the square toward the southern road, her muffled hooves making dull thuds on the Stone, her nostrils flaring to catch the slightest scent. They were almost to the walled temple when they heard a yowl behind them. They looked back to see the white cat streaking across the rubble.

Wait for me! she cried. With a powerful leap, she sprang onto a pile of stone and up into Kelene's lap.

Kelene pulled the cat close. "You're trembling," she said. "Are you all right? Where is Sayyed?" 
The cat meowed, I am not hurt. Scared! That was big cat! I have not seen Sayyed since lion chased him away.

"The Korg is not a real cat, you know," Kelene told her in an uneasy whisper. She was glad for the small animal's company. Talking to her helped take her mind off her own fear.

"My mother told me the Korg was once a powerful sorcerer, a shapeshifter who changed his form to hide from the warriors who destroyed this city. She thinks he has been overwhelmed by loneliness and grief and can't change back into human form." 
Tam's cat hunkered down into the warmth of Kelene's lap. Ha! 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.

Kelene patted the cat nervously. "Is the Korg anywhere nearby?" she asked Demira.

I cannot smell him, the filly 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, "Kelene!" Kelene's heart stopped, then skipped with joy and relief.

It was Rafnir, dusty and pale under his tan. He was so glad to see her he kicked his Hunnuli, Tibor, into a canter. The stallion snorted at the crude assault to his ribs but went dutifully, his eyes glowing warm at the pleasure of seeing Demira and Kelene safe.

"Thank the gods, you're alive," Rafnir exclaimed in a rush of breath. "That Korg chased Tibor and me all over the city before we lost him. I had no idea where you were." 
"What about your father?" Kelene wanted to know.

"I don't know. I haven't seen anyone else since we left the square." Deeply worried, he stared out over the ruins. 
Words of reassurance came to Kelene's mind, but she rejected them. As strong and intelligent as all three magic-wielders and their Hunnuli were, the Korg was cunning, powerful, and unpredictable. Too many things could go wrong.

Together the man and woman rode silently back to the south gate, their fears for their kinsmen heavy in their thoughts.
CHAPTER TEN

A shaken Morad was the only one waiting in the shadowy tower room when Kelene 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 Niela truly. . . ?" 

Kelene nodded. To still the trembling of her chin, she told the men how she had built the cairn over the bodies.

Morad jerked his hands in a frustrated motion of grief and slumped to the floor to sit by his Hunnuli's feet. "Why did she have to shout? She was just supposed to find you, not announce her presence to the city." 

"She was scared," Kelene replied sadly. "She probably didn't think beyond that." 

The three clanspeople subsided into silence, 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 against the cool stone wall, 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 in its place.

"Tell us," Rafnir prompted.

The slender girl sighed, a sound as soft as a whisper. "There isn't much. I think Mother was resting under a tree in the Council Grove. I saw the grove full of tents. It's a mess! They're burning some sort of incense around the edges. There was so much thick yellow smoke it was hard to see details."

Her voice began to tremble, and she had to clear her throat a time or two before she could continue. "What I 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 helping, and I saw Lord Fiergan, but there was no sign 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 still 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 several fallen timbers. "What good is all of this if 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 intensity of a man about to fight a duel to the death. His swarthy skin was flushed and sweating from exertion and his face was haggard, but his dark eyes were hard with angry resolve.

The three young people crowded around, clasping his arms and grinning with relief. Kelene hugged him fiercely. Then, to her intense relief, Savaron appeared in the doorway, also safe and unharmed. He was swiftly pulled into her arms.

"By Surgart's sword, I didn't think I'd ever give that beast the slip," Savaron swore. "He's not only big, he's cunning." 

A small smile tugged at Kelene's lips. "But he doesn't hunt like a cat." The men looked blank and she added, "Tam's cat said that. I told her the legend of the Korg, that he is really a sorcerer, and she said that's why he doesn't hunt like a cat. He hunts like a human." 

Rafnir scratched his jaw. "I wonder if that's true." 

His father slapped his shoulder and said, "Tomorrow we're going to find out. We're going to set a trap." 

Startled, the others exchanged quizzical glances. Savaron was the first one to comprehend what Sayyed was saying. "You 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 lost Niela. I 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 see if 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 consternation. "How?" cried Kelene.

Sayyed's body seemed to sag a little, and he leaned back against the wall. "I don't know that part. I'm hoping something will present itself. Any suggestions?" 

They talked quietly late into the evening, discussing 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, "We'll set watches like last night so everyone can get some rest. You'll need your strength in the morning." 

After a quick meal they bedded down, Rafnir taking the first watch. The men were quickly asleep, but Kelene could not find rest so easily. Her thoughts kept turning on a treadmill of images---the council grove with its pall of yellow smoke, the look on Niela's face when her Hunnuli died, the Korg's ferocious gold eyes---and underneath it all was a gnawing sense of urgency. Even if they found the records tomorrow, there was still a three or four day ride back to the Tir Samod. And what if the wraith was still 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 consciously intending to, she wandered outside and found Rafnir sitting on a fallen pile of rubble at the foot of the old tower. The Hunnuli stood close by, black shapes against the stone wall. Rafnir smiled, his teeth a pale 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 silence, each glad for the other's presence. The ruins lay around them in a black, silent mass full of dense shadows and whispers on the wind. To the west a new moon was sinking from a sky bejewelled with countless stars.

Kelene drew a deep breath of the warm night air. She was about to expel 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. "I 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 malicious patience for the prey he knew would have to leave soon.

"That thing makes my skin crawl," Rafnir admitted.

Kelene shivered. "What does it want? Why is it trying to kill us?" 

"It hasn't been very talkative," he said dryly. "But it certainly has an aversion to magic." His gaze left the wraith and settled on the corpse of his mother's Hunnuli. "I've been thinking," he said, struggling to keep the sadness from his voice. "Finding the healers' records is only part of our problem. We still 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 vain 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. “We've always been told Hunnuli are impervious to magic, but none of us have ever tested that belief." 

Kelene peered at him through the darkness as if he had lost 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 spells? Maybe their resistance to beneficial 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 strength of the Hunnulis' defenses. What if there were weaknesses? The possibilities popped in her thoughts like fireflies. "How do we find out?" she said in the next breath.

Rafnir squeezed her fingers. "Why don't we ask the Hunnuli?" 

That seemed such a sensible idea Kelene scrambled down the rubble pile, pulling Rafnir with her. They went to the sheltered corner of the wall where the five Hunnuli were resting. None of the horses was asleep, for they were on guard against the Korg, and the close proximity of the wraith made rhem nervous. They welcomed Kelene and Rafnir into their midst with soft nickers. The pale blur of Tam's cat meowed sleepily at the two people from a warm perch on Afer's back.

Rafnir patted his stallion, Tibor, then got right to the point. "We were wondering if any of you know how strong your resistance to magic really is," he said to all five Hunnuli.

"Are you protected against all magic?" Kelene added. "Or just dangerous magic?" 

The Hunnuli lifted their heads, surprised by such a question. They looked at one another, but none of them had a ready answer.

Tibor finally responded, Certainly we are protected against any destructive spells, but beneficial ones? I do not know. He turned to Afer. What do you think?

Afer did not answer at first. 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 lost in thought. When at last he stirred, he shook his mane. Many years ago, I broke my leg and would have been destroyed if Sayyed hadn't stepped in to fight for my life. At the time, the King Stallion told us that no magic would help Hunnuli. Yet after spending all these years with magic-wielders, I believe the King Stallion was wrong.

The old stallion looked straight at Rafnir and Kelene. I am not certain, but I think a trusted rider could break through his or her Hunnuli's defense with magic, as long as the spell is not harmful. He broke off his words, stretched out his neck, and pointed his muzzle at Rafnir's chest. Why do you want to know?
Kelene and Rafnir exchanged glances. "We want to give Demira something," Kelene said nervously. She hadn't thought until this conversation that the other Hunnuli might not approve of her idea.

Like what? asked Savaron's stallion.

After a moment's hesitation, the girl pulled out her marble tile. "That," she said, jabbing a finger at the carving. "This is what we want to do." 

The Hunnuli's excellent night vision needed no extra illumination to see the figure of the winged horse. The black horses crowded around in incredulous silence. Even the white cat interrupted her nap to peer over Afer's shoulder.

Demira was the first one to respond. Wings? I could have wings? she asked, delighted.

Tibor, though, snorted in disbelief 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.

Kelene explained as best she could the reasons why she and Rafnir wanted to attempt such a feat. 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.

Yes! the filly's reply was adamant.

It is an astounding plan, Afer commented. He nudged Demira's shoulder. Well, I see no reason why you cannot try it. The big stallion returned his wise regard to Rafnir and Kelene. But what are you going to use for wings?

Kelene's hand tightened on Rafnir's sleeve. She had to get a tight rein on her excitement before she could answer. "We really don't know. Since we can't create living flesh or make anything as complicated as a wing, 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 tail began to twitch. You want bird? I will find bird. She jumped lightly to the ground. 

Kelene's face grew very thoughtful. "A bird could be useful," she murmured.

Then I hunt, the cat growled. Do you want a big bird or a little bird?

"Whatever you find would be a help," Rafnir told her. His imagination was beginning to follow the same path as Kelene's thoughts. A bird just might be the key to the success of their plan.

Her tail twitching in earnest, the cat meowed a farewell and slipped into the ruins. Her departure seemed to signal the end of the talking, for the Hunnuli drifted back to their previous positions and relaxed once more. Pleased by what the horses had told them, the two magic-wielders returned to their post by the tower.

"I wonder why no one ever asked the Hunnuli about their invulnerability," Rafnir said.

Kelene chuckled her soft, rich laugh and said, "No one thought of it, I 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 their 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 finally yawned and woke Morad for his turn at 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, realized that it was morning and that she had slept 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, a teasing note in his voice.

His grin widened, making Kelene wonder just how much he knew or guessed about what she and Rafnir were doing. Their plans for Demira weren't exactly a blood-sworn secret, but she was hoping to keep it quiet until after they had failed or succeeded. She didn't want to listen to any ridicule or build up anyone's false hopes. It would be better to surprise everyone. She climbed out of her blankets and shrugged. "We didn't mind. We couldn't sleep last night." 

"Fine," Savaron said, transferring his grin to Rafnir. "You can have my watch tonight, too." 

"Perhaps we'll take it. Your sister is certainly prettier than you in the moonlight," Rafnir retorted.

At Savaron's delighted guffaw, Kelene's face turned a fiery red, and she turned her back on the men to hide her embarrassment. Pretty in the moonlight! Of all the insolent remarks! She put her hands to her hot cheeks. Was Rafnir teasing, or did he really 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 feelings for him were still too new.

She didn't know how he felt about her or what she should do with her own growing attraction to him. Time will work it out, she told herself firmly. But she put away her gear, plaited her hair, and ate her breakfast in a very pensive silence. 

The party was ready to go when Sayyed called, "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 Kelene's truthful reply. As far as it went.

The warrior looked worried, but all he could do was shrug. "I suppose she'll be all right. Now," he said to his four 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 Demira must be the bait since she is smaller and faster through those debris-choked streets than our horses. Can you do that?" 

Kelene's eyes involuntarily slid 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 silently went outside to mount their Hunnuli.

Demira greeted Kelene with a warm muzzle to her cheek. Her breath fanned the woman's face. You are frightened, the filly sent worriedly.

Kelene didn't say anything more than, "We're about to bait the Korg," as she pulled herself up onto the filly's broad back.

As soon as they were ready, the searchers made their way through the ruins as circumspectly as possible. In due time they all arrived safely at a building Sayyed had spotted the day before in the northern quadrant of the city, not far from the central square.

What was left of the building was perfectly round, about twenty paces in diameter, and built of stone. At one time there had been two substantial timber-framed stories built over the massive stone foundation that formed the walls and ceiling of the ground floor. The upper stories had been partially burned during the attack on the city and left to rot, but the stone walls of the lower floor were still standing as thick and stout as the day they were built.

The clanspeople dismounted and walked inside through a double-width doorway large enough for a wagon to enter. The heavy ceiling towered nearly fifteen feet over their heads and was still intact, keeping the space below in damp gloom. The remains of what could have been a huge grinding stone lay in several pieces in the center of the round room. A second large entrance lay directly across from the first, the rotten remains of its wooden doors hanging lopsidedly on the hinges.

"Must have been an old warehouse or mill," Sayyed surmised. He studied the heavy stone walls like a commander planning an attack. "It should be strong enough. Are you ready?" He turned to Kelene.

Her face had assumed the blank, withdrawn expression they all knew well, and for the sake of her own resolve, she made no effort to change it 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 fairly simple, but their prey was dangerous and unpredictable. Kelene did not relish the beast's chasing her and Demira through the treacherous tuins. She had to take several deep breaths before she could pull herself onto the filly's back.

The other Hunnuli nickered to them as Demira trotted down a road toward the central square. Fortunately, 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 alleys, and cluttered roads to find him. Less chance of getting lost.

Kelene's stomach was roiling by the time Demira stepped into the square near the ruins of the old Sorcerers' Hall. The open, sunlit space looked much the same as it had yesterday: dirty, desolate, and very empty. Kelene looked toward Niela's cairn and was relieved to see it was untouched.

Demira slowly clopped toward the obelisk in the middle of the square. The filly's head was up, and her nostrils were flared like cups. Her ears swivelled at every sound.

The horse and rider waited by the obelisk for a long, breathless time in the hot sun and the silence. Then, from out of nowhere, Kelene laughed out loud. The unexpected, slightly hysterical noise startled Demira so badly she skittered sideways, banged her rump into the obelisk, and squealed in pain and irritation. A flock of crows burst from a nearby building to the right, their raucous voices protesting the intruders' presence.

"Well, those birds ought to get his attention," Kelene said nervously.

You could have warned me, Demira complained as she stepped away from the stone pillar.

Kelene apologized. "I'm sorry. That laugh just came out. Here we are, standing around waiting for a stone lion to chase us, and he's not coming! Let's get him here, the sooner the better. I don't think I can stand much more of this. Do you smell him anywhere?" 

No, and why are you talking so loudly?

Kelene didn't reply but burst into a bellowed and slightly off-key version of her favorite ballad:

"Riddle me a riddle, 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 Demira's ears snapped forward. Kelene felt 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.

The filly tilted her head toward the Sorcerers' Hall 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. I smell him. Over there behind that broken wall with the arches.

"Gods' blood! He's too close to our road. If we break for it now, he'll cut us off." 

What do we do?

"Go past him. We'll try to get him to chase us, then circle back." 

Demira stepped forward, her tail twitching and her legs so stiff she was almost walking on the tips of her hooves. Both of them stared wide-eyed at the gray wall for the first sign of the Korg.

When the lion's attack came, it happened so fast he almost took them by surprise. One moment the old wall was empty and the next the huge beast was bounding over it, glistening teeth bared and yellow eyes burning with anger. A tremendous roar shook the buildings.

"Go! Go!" screamed Kelene.

With a squeal, the Hunnuli spun on her hind feet and fled the Korg's crushing paws. The lion roared again and charged after them.

Kelene glanced back to see its hulking form so close she could feel the tremor of its heavy paws. Frantically, she raised her hand and fired a blast of the Trymian force at the Korg's chest. Although the blue bolt was powered by desperation, it was weakened by lack of skill. It only stung the old lion into a greater rage.

"Run!" Kelene yelled to Demira. She ducked low over the filly’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 obelisk 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 avalanche.

Kelene's eyes were screwed almost shut against the wind and the filly's whipping mane. She refused to look back again, expecting any moment to feel the heavy paws smashing into her back or sweeping Demira's hindquarters out from under her. All she could do was hang on while Demira swerved past heaps of rubble and galloped frantically two steps ahead of the Korg.

Then they saw the side street 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 steady the filly, and they bolted like an arrow down the narrower passage. The Korg roared again, shaking the tumbled buildings. It followed only a few leaps behind Demira's flying tail.

Lifting her head a little, Kelene saw the warehouse ahead, with its gaping black doorway leading to safety. There was no sign of anyone around the decaying building, but Kelene knew they were there. Demira stretched out her neck and fairly flew over the rough ground.

They were only two strides from the opening when Kelene felt Demira's hind leg slide out from under her on a slick stone. The girl had only that flash of realization before the filly lost her balance and fell toward the ground.

Kelene had just enough time to pull her leg up and over Demira's back before the horse crashed to her side on the rocky earth, but she couldn't stop herself 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. Terrified, she tried to struggle upright, only to fall back under a wave of pain and nausea.

She and Demira lay still, panting and wild-eyed as the Korg loomed over them. Kelene stifled a shriek when the cold weight of its paw fell on her hip. She reached out with her fist, the only weapon she had, 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 yellow jeweled eyes. A deep, grinding sound issued from its mouth, not a growl but a word forced from a stone throat unaccustomed to speech. "Kelyra?"

The tone of surprise and hope was unmistakable.

Kelene was so startled by the voice, her fist uncurled on the lion's leg. She did not think about what she did next; she only reacted instinctively to the intelligence 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 started to shake under a torrent of very real human emotion that swept into her mind with breathtaking force: grief, unutterable loneliness, sadness, confusion, and above all the other jumbled emotions, surprise and a flare of recognition. Her brain reeled under the onslaught of the strange emotions.

She was just coherent enough to hear Rafnir bellow, "Kelene!" and see a powerful blast of blue energy strike the Korg's chest.

No! her thoughts protested, don't hurt him. He doesn't understand. Then her world collapsed into a dizzying, nauseating whirl.

From what seemed a long distance away, she felt 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 magic erupted into place across the doorway, trapping the Korg within. Things went a little blurry after that. Kelene must have passed out for a few moments, for the next thing she knew, someone was urgently calling her name.

Kelene groaned, stirred, and opened her eyes to see Rafnir's face hovering over hers. "I'd smile, but it hurts," she whispered, suddenly very glad that he was there.

His answering grin was so full of relief, she did smile and promptly yelped at the pain on the whole left side of her face.

Kelene blinked and decided to stay still 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.

I ruined my coat, the filly grumbled nearby. Her mental tone was tinged with red flashes of pain and aggravation, yet it was strong. I have several bad scrapes on my shoulder, which will leave scars, and I twisted my hind fetlock!

"Thank the gods, you'll both live!" Rafnir exclaimed. "I thought the Harbingers would be coming for you when I saw the Korg pounce on you." 

As if the lion had heard its name, it began to roar again in horrible, angry bellows that made the thick stone walls tremble. Rafnir jerked his head toward the doorway to their right, where Kelene could see Sayyed holding the magic shield across the opening.

"He may be impervious to the Trymian force, but he hasn't broken through the shields yet," Sayyed observed.

Wordlessly Kelene struggled upright. Her head reeled with dizziness, then settled back to a throbbing ache that allowed her to carefully climb to her feet. Rafnir gave her his arm to steady herself as she limped to the doorway and looked inside through the glowing red shield. Across the round expanse she could barely make out Savaron in the opposite door holding another shield.

"Savaron and Morad are over there," Rafnir replied to her questioning look. "Morad is filling in the entrance with stone blocks so we don't have to maintain two shields." 

"There's the Korg," Sayyed said and pointed to the darkest clump of shadows on the left side of the room where a black form was pacing furiously in tight 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 shield blocking the door. It made no attempt to test the shield, but simply 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 I know how to reach him."

CHAPTER ELEVEN

“No!" Rafnir's refusal was absolute. "You're not going to do it!" 

"Who asked for your permission?" Kelene shot back. "We have to break through to the Korg to get him to tell us about the healers, and what better way to do it?" 

"Many ways. Ways that don't include your getting anywhere near that big cat," he yelled.

"Like what?" she challenged.

In the twilight of a warm evening, Sayyed crossed his arms and watched the confrontation between his son and Kelene. The clanspeople had moved their camp to a shelter in a wrecked building near the warehouse, which made it easier for someone to maintain a constant vigil on the shield guarding the Kotg.

But ever since Kelene 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 smile. Rafnir might not realize it yet, but it was as obvious as his aquiline nose that he was in love with Gabria's daughter. The realization surprised and pleased his father. Sayyed had always been fond of Kelene, and he had seen her mature a great deal in these past six days. However, he wasn't sure how Kelene felt about Rafnir. He could only hope his son would not drive her away with his' sudden overprotectiveness and that slight hint of jealousy. Kelene was a proud and stubborn woman who would not take kindly to his overbearing solicitude. She had been very patient with him. Until now.

"Name one way to reach through to the Korg that does not include me!" She was shouting at Rafnir from barely a foot away. Her dark hair was tossing like a mare's tail in her agitation, and her eyes were crackling. "I am a part of this group just like you, facing the same responsibilities and dangers, and if I have a plan to help hurry things along, you'll 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 a voice just as loud and determined as hers. "You might as well place yourself under his paw and say 'crush me.' He'll never let you get close." 

Kelene's temper flared, then slowly 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 I think he'll be willing to talk to me now." She paused, and her anger cooled completely in the memory of the Korg's emotions. "He is . . . was a man. I felt his loneliness, Rafnir. I think his mind is trapped in the past by his grief. If I can meld with his mind and bring him into the present, wouldn't it be worth the risk?" 

Rafnir snorted. "And what if he realizes you're not this person he knows and turns on you? You'll be on foot. You won't have Demira to carry you away! Shall we bury you beside Niela?" 

"That's a chance we have to take. Do you really 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 silent interest, Rafnir gently cupped his hand along her jaw. The left side of her face was already turning black and blue from her earlier fall. He winced when he thought about how close he had come to losing her. "All I want is for you to be safe." 

For once Kelene was speechless. Her mouth opened and closed, and her fingers tightened into fists. She didn't know whether to be thrilled that he seemed to care so much or outraged that he was being so selfish and presumptuous to assume that her safety was his sole duty.

Sayyed chose that moment to step into the conversation. "Rafnir, I don't like the plan any more than you do." He held up a hand to still Kelene's outburst. "But she's right. We don't have time to hope the Korg will come around on his own. Kelene, if you feel well enough in the morning, you can talk to the lion." 

Kelene stepped back from Rafnir and bowed to his father, pleased that one person at least saw some merit in her plan. Rafnir bowed his head to Sayyed, too, and stamped away without another word.

It was fully 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 ceiling. She was weary and sore; her entire left side ached every time she moved. Morad and Sayyed came in and were soon asleep, but once again, no matter how still 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 still cried in his stone body.

She was so embroiled in her own musings she didn't see Tam's cat jump through a hole in the shattered wall and come trotting to her bed. Kelene nearly leaped from her blanket when a soft paw touched her cheek.

I found one, the cat meowed.

Kelene subsided back into her bed. "Found one what?" she gasped in a half laugh, half whisper.

The cat sat down, obviously pleased with herself. 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 asleep on their blankets and slipped silently from the building. Kelene jerked on her boots and followed her out into the dark ruins. Light from a quarter moon delicately outlined humps and piles and broken walls with a pale dappled white and deepened the shadows to an impenetrable gloom. The old city was unnaturally quiet at 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 side street after the cat before her brother saw her. They turned through a wide alley between the foundations of several houses and were walking down an open street when Rafnir suddenly called out her name in the darkness.

Surprised, Kelene stopped and saw him sitting on a fallen column in the moonlight. He didn't have a chance to say more before she ran to him, held out her palm, and said, "Truce?" 

Rafnir narrowed his eyes at her. change of attitude. "What is it?" he insisted.

She gave him a smile. "Tam's cat found a bird." 

That was all he needed to hear. His palm met hers in a clasp of peace, and they hurried off side by side behind the pale blur of the little cat.

They had walked only several minutes when they saw the cat slide through a hole in a high wall. There was a much larger hole farther down where part of the wall had collapsed, and the two people were able to climb over with ease. They found themselves in a courtyard garden between several buildings. From the size of the foundations and heaps of rubble, the building on their left had once been an imposing structure. The second building, on their right, was quite a bit smaller and in slightly better condition. It had been left alone by the marauding clansmen. Only time and neglect had brought its roof and two of its walls 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 partial remains of an old arcade in the shadow of the smaller building. It 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 smaller building was a temple to Amara, the mother goddess.

Kelene bowed her head and whispered, "Bless us this night, O Mother. Grant us the strength 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, its long wings partially 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 Amara's grace, it's a black-headed eagle from the Himachal Mountains!" Clanspeople revered the great eagles, the sacred birds of Amara, and were strictly 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. I waited. It died. She was promptly rewarded by a scratch behind the ears.

"Thank you then, you marvelous cat," Kelene said with total sincerity. "You are the Lady of Hunters." 

The white cat curled against Kelene's hand, her golden eyes glowing. Of course, she purred.

"The wings are in perfect shape," Rafnir noted. "We could use them in our spell, if we enlarge them. But do we dare remove them from an eagle's body?" The bird was, after all, the beloved of Amara. It did not seem right to Rafnir to mutilate its body and run the risk of angering the goddess.

With gentle hands Kelene tucked in the powerful wings and cradled the bird in her arms. It was still warm and pliable. "I think it is a gift," she said softly. "This is her city, her temple. If she had not meant for us to use this bird, we would not have found it. Besides, 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 also grant to one small 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 wait too long, the wings will decay." Rafnir agreed.

Kelene turned to Tam's cat. "Will you bring Demira and Rafnir's Hunnuli, Tibor, here? We will try our spell on the grounds of Amara's temple." 

"You aren't too tired for this?" Rafnir asked Kelene as the cat melted into the night on her errand.

Kelene bit back a snappish retort. Just because she was still irritated about Rafnir's earlier attempts to protect her didn't mean he wasn't asking a valid question. If she was too tired to wield magic, the spell could fail.

"I am tired," she admitted, "but I will take the easy part. I'll help Demira relax, and you can try to attach the wings." 

For a moment they both simply stared at the elegantly 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 feathers were a white that gleamed like milk in the moonlight.

"They're beautiful," said Rafnir in a hushed, almost awed voice. He lifted his eyes to her face and voiced the last hesitation he could think of. "Should we do this to a Hunnuli? I feel like we're trying to change a legend."

Kelene touched the eagle's black head and closed its eyelids 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 stilled 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 all become a part of this history. Who is to say, except the gods, that this is not the way it is supposed to be?" 

Rafnir's only answer was a firm nod of approval. He took the eagle out of her hands, laid it on the ground, and stretched the wings out to their full span. Kelene pulled out her dagger and knelt by the dead bird. Her hands were steady when she laid her fingers by the bird's right shoulder. She barely nodded her satisfaction. 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 laid 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 a small pyre of rocks by the front entrance, they laid the eagle down and stood back.

Kelene raised her arms to the sky and cried, "Great bird, beloved of Amara, you have given us a treasured gift. We shall always remember your generosity in our hearts and our prayers. May your spirit fly to Amara, and your strength and grace live always in these wings."

When her last words faded away into the night, Rafnir lifted his hand. From his palm came a pale yellow magic sphere that landed on the bird's body and burst into flame. The eagle was consumed in moments, her spirit sent with honor to the realm 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 still willing to try this?" she asked hesitantly. 

Demira's excitement nearly knocked her back a step. Wings? For me? Where? and she neighed a high cry of happiness.

Slowly Kelene picked up an eagle's wing and held it out for Demira's inspection. The filly sniffed once and her whole head sagged. It's so small. How can a little wing like that lift me?

Her disappointment was so obvious that even though Rafnir didn't hear the question, he realized her dismay. 

"These wings will serve you well by the time we’re through," he promised her, at which Demira said emphatically to them both,  Let's do it.
From that moment, Kelene knew they could not turn back. The tools of the spell had been placed in their hands. It was up to them to weave the magic, the wings, and the Hunnuli into a unique whole. Fiercely she forced her fear and self-doubt down into the deepest, most obscured part of her mind. If she showed even a taint of doubt during her joining with Demira the filly might not relax, and her innate defenses would resist the magic Rafnir needed to use.

Rafnir, meanwhile, was explaining to Tibor what they were going to do. The powerful stallion snorted. I still think this is 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 a laugh. 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 this is what you want.

It is, Demira replied instantly.

With that settled, Kelene and Rafnir went to work formulating the spells they would use. They decided first to attach the wings to Demira's shoulders, then gradually enlarge them to fit her bulk. They had Demira lie down, her legs curled under her. Kelene sat beside the filly with her head resting on Demira's 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 emotions, she had not deliberately used magic to enhance her empathy. This time 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 feeling Demira’s every emotion and living her every sense.

As one, they lay immobile, 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.

Kelene, lavished by Demira's trust and love, relaxed the Hunnuli, comforted her, and soothed her into sleep. Every muscle, bone, and nerve of the black horse fell into complete relaxation. Her breathing and heart rate slowed; her mind drifted into a tranquility where she would feel no pain. 

Lulled by her rider's presence, Demira's defense against magic dwindled to a mere protest as Rafnir gingerly laid his knife to her shoulder, cut a small slit 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, muscle to muscle, and blood to blood, using magic to seal the union and make the parts compatible. Tibor stood close behind him, his muzzle resting against Rafnir's back. Through their mental rapport, the stallion added his fiery strength to Rafnir's to increase the efficiency of the spell.

To Rafnir's surprise, the procedure went very easily. The injury healed almost as soon as he finished the spell. That benefit, he decided, came from Kelene's presence in Demira's mind. He suspected the woman's talent and her empathic ability were helping the filly's body heal faster than normal.

As soon as one wing was joined, they attached the second. This operation went faster since Rafnir was a little more sure of what he was doing. When he finished, he sat back on his heels and rubbed a hand over his forehead. He was very tired, soaked with sweat, and stiff, but when he looked at the two wings lying gracefully furled along the horse's shoulders, he felt a hot burst of jubilation. He looked across at Kelene, wishing he could share his victory, and he could only smile. She was deeply asleep, as calm and serene as her Hunnuli.

Gods, he thought to himself, she is so beautiful. 

Before he could let his mind get too distracted, he began the next part of the spell: 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 Demira's weight, or they wouldn't give her enough lift to get airborne.

He finally decided to keep the proportion of width to length the same, and he settled on a wing length equal to her height at her withers---a little over five feet---giving her a total wing span from wing tip to wing tip of about twelve feet. Rafnir hoped that size wouldn't be too cumbersome. 

Once again he drew on Tibor's massive strength to supplement his own while he poured the magic energy into Demira's sleeping form. The wings gradually grew, their bones, feathers, and muscles stretching and lengthening.

By the time the wings reached their full length, Rafnir and Tibor were exhausted. The young magic-wielder carefully folded them neatly along the filly's side and ended his spell. He felt 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 actually fly would have to be settled later. The filly needed healing sleep. 

Rafnir sighed, too weary to stand up. He sank down on the cool ground and stretched out by Tibor's front hooves. He was asleep before the stallion could bid him goodnight.

* * * * *

Kelene woke the next morning to find the sun well on its way to midday. She sat up with a stretch and a yawn and grinned at the sun. By Amara's crown, she felt good! She hadn't slept so well in days. Her face was a little stiff and swollen and her shoulder ached, but it was hardly noticeable. She looked around curiously, wondering where everyone was. Then the memory came flooding back, and she sprang to her feet.

Demira!" she shouted.

She couldn't wait, a deep 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.

Kelene's eyes grew round. "You mean it worked?"

Yes, Tibor snorted. Rafnir has some of his mother's rapport with animals. The combination of his talents with yours was very successful.  But--- Tibor stuck his big muzzle against Kelene's chest--- do not try that foolishness with me! I 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 stallion 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. I 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 else 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 stallion, "Does anyone else know what we did last night?" 

Only the Hunnuli. 
"Well, please don't tell the men yet. Let Demira show them when she is ready. I don't think they'll believe me otherwise." 

Tibor whinnied a short burst of laughter. You are probably right.
The girl and the horse walked together back through the ruins to the old warehouse and found Rafnir and Savaron eating some trail bread and cheese outside the shelter where the party  had made camp. Rafnir was sitting on a stone, his eyes ringed with fatigue. He had found time to shave the old stubble of his jaw, but his face still looked haggard.

Savaron eyed his sister 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. "Well, Morad and I 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.

"I can't let you do it," Rafnir jumped in before Kelene could say a word.

"You can't let me? Who gave you authority over me?" she  yelled back. "It's my decision who I talk to." 

"What if his mind is too far gone to understand?"  

"I don't believe it is! I sensed his feelings. He is confused,  but he is not insane."  

They were so busy glaring at each other, they did not see Sayyed stagger from the shelter.

"That's enough," he said hoarsely into a brief lull in the shouting. The two young people shot aggrieved looks at the older warrior and suddenly their argument was forgotten. Sayyed was barely standing upright, his face drawn and his skin flushed with fever. His cat was meowing piteously around his ankles.

"Father!" Rafnir cried. He leaped forward and caught Sayyed just as he sagged to the ground. Savaron, Kelene, and Rafnir carried the warrior inside and laid him on his blanket.

"It's the plague, isn't it?" said Rafnir, his voice laden with dread.

Kelene nodded as her fingers gently probed Sayyed's neck. The swellings were there, hard and hot under her fingers. "It's only a matter of time," she answered sadly. "If the disease runs its course, he'll die in two to four days." Her expression hardening, she said to Rafnir, "Now do you want to take the time to tame the Korg, or shall I go talk to him?"

Rafnir didn't answer at once, for the indecision was tearing him up inside. What should he do, risk his father's life or the life of the woman he loved? 

He knew it now---he loved Kelene as he had never imagined he would love anyone. How could he let her take such a risk? Then again, now his father was sick 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 sighed once and pulled his gaze up into Kelene's eyes. Those dark orbs were bright and steady, forged with determination, and they made him realize, belatedly, that the decision was not really his to make.

Kelene had changed so much in the past days that he had forgotten she was no longer Savaron's little sister with the crippled foot and the self-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 Amara's sake! He could not deny her the right to decide for herself.

"By the living god and the gods of the clans," he prayed. "Keep her safe." Then he put his hand in Kelene's and said, "If this is what you want to do, I'll go with you." 

Sayyed's hand came down on their two, and he clasped them both. "Be careful," he said in a strained croak. "Talk to him first, gauge his mood before you enter that cage." 

Kelene squeezed the warrior's fingers in agreement. She brought out the small 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 sleep with the cat by his side and followed Rafnir and Savaron silently outside to the entrance of the warehouse.

Morad, standing 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 sight. 

Kelene stood before the doorway just a step away from the glowing energy field. She didn't have to call the Korg, he was already standing in the same position he had been in yesterday. His jewel eyes gleamed gold in the dim light of the warehouse; his mane tumbled over his pricked ears. He was so tall she had to look up to see his stone face. He did not snarl or show his teeth, he only stared at her as if waiting for something.

From his throat rumbled a low grinding noise that sounded something like a question. "What did you say?" Kelene asked, leaning closer.

The Korg growled again. This time Kelene heard the words more clearly. "Kelyra, where have you been?" The pain in the query was so plain it tore her heart.

"Far away," Kelene answered. "But I am back now. Will you talk to me?" 

"Yes." 

She studied him, from the huge paws to the curving mouth that hid the rows of wicked teeth. He was a dangerous beast, she knew that, but she couldn't shake the belief that he was not going to hurt her. "If I take down this shield, what guarantee do I have that you will not attack me or try to escape?" She waved sharply to stifle 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 side. 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, I 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 deities seemed to ease Rafnir's reluctance, too, for he glanced at Savaron and nodded once to Morad. All three men eased closer to the doorway as the Geldring dissolved the shield.

Kelene stepped through into the cool interior. Standing, she was just able to look the reclining Korg in the face. However, she decided to assume his relaxed posture and sat down cross-legged just inside 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, Kelyra . . . . I missed you," he said in his harsh voice.

"And I you," Kelene responded. She had to swallow hard to force down the nervousness in her stomach. She reached out warily and put her hand on the lion's paw. It felt hard, yet surprisingly warm under her fingers. "What has happened to you?" She cautiously 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 felt her touch he deliberately snatched control of her mind and drew her thoughts helplessly into the vivid pageant of his memories.

She flashed through thousands of images going back in time past his entrapment, Niela's death, through years of solitude and despair. She saw her parents and Sayyed, looking so young, face the Korg in a walled 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 loneliness. The images were brilliantly colored and bitter, and they flashed by so fast Kelene could barely comprehend them.

At some time, she sensed the Korg's perception change into a man's view and soon thereafter, he slowed the visions and brought them to a stop when Moy Tura was whole and alive 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 herself coming toward him.

CHAPTER TWELVE
So alike, and yet unalike. The resemblance was uncanny, Kelene thought, watching the woman draw closer. She was tall, slender, 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 smile of a woman greeting her lover.

Kelene felt the Korg's onrush of love like a hot intoxication---a new, wondrous, unbelievable emotion that the man had never felt before this woman had entered his heart.

Kelene had never felt anything like it either, and its painful, joyous intensity rocked her soul.

"Kelyra," he murmured.

From that point he shifted his memory forward. Kelene suddenly found herself looking around at a semicircle of eleven 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 Twelve in the Sorcerers' Hall. The council was the head of the clan magic-wielders and the ruling body of Moy Tura.

A man stood before them, a chieftain by his golden torque and rich clothing. His furious face and forceful arguments reminded Kelene of Lord Fiergan. The man had the burning Intensity of a zealot and a streak of violence that was barely under control. Lord Gordak of Clan Reidhar. The name came to Kelene's mind, and she knew the Korg didn't like or trust this man.

"This tribute you demand is absolutely intolerable!" the chief was ranting. "The clans will not support this pack of heretics any longer." 

"Heretics!" 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 slightest 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 talk to you. And what do we get in return? Grieving mothers, empty bellies, and the scorn of the very people who are sworn to serve the clans." Lord Gordak was pacing now, his hands swinging in furious gestures.

What startled Kelene the most though, was the blank, almost bored expressions on the faces of most of the council members. They seemed to be paying no attention at all to Lord Gordak's grievances---grievances that Kelene thought were very valid. Only the lady sorceress was looking irritated, and a second sorcerer was watching the chieftain with some worry. But the rest did not appear to care at all.

The odd thing was Lord Gordak seemed aware that his audience wasn't listening. Yet he carried on anyway, haranguing them with a long list of minor complaints against the council and other magic-wielders. He doesn't care either, Kelene decided. He has already planned something else; this verbal tirade is nothing more than a prelude.

The vision suddenly stopped. You're right, the Korg's voice spoke in her mind. Kelene gave a mental start of alarm. She hadn't realized he could understand her thoughts.

Do not fear. I know now you are not my Kelyra. I should have realized earlier, but I was blinded by wishful hope and memories I thought I 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 curiosity.

His reply was rather hesitant. You do not have the splinter in your wrist, but I know you are a magic-wielder. All these years I thought the magic-wielders were dead. You are the first who has spoken to me since this city fell.
Well, why didn't you stop to talk to Niela? She was a magic-wielder! the accusation flared in Kelene's mind.

Your friend? I am deeply sorry for my error. Remorse colored his thoughts. I did not recognize the Hunnuli. I saw only intruders in my home, and I reacted as I 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.

Kelene held back her resentment for Niela's death and allowed herself a tiny feeling 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 help them find records of the healers' work.

I understand, she told the Korg. But why do you show me these visions of Moy Tura?
I want you to see who I was and why I became what I am. Showing you helps me to remember myself, too. It has been long since I thought of Kelyra or Lord Gordak.

Kelene smiled tentatively and asked, Had Lord Gordak planned something else?

May his soul rot in Gormoth, yes! the Korg answered, fiercely hostile.

Was he right to call the council heretics? Kelene queried. The last days of Moy Tura had been a subject that had been hody debated by priests and clanspeople alike, and everybody had their own opinions on the causes and the actions of all the known participants. But now Kelene had an eyewitness, and she found herself 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 lost in time, but the hatred for magic had been rigorously passed on.

It was the priests, the Korg went on, and Lord Gordak who incited the hatred and prejudice against us. It was our own folly that encouraged it. There was one man I 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 slaughtered helpless captives.

Kelene quelled 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 expression. 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 feel his anger shooting through his mind from the incredibly intense memory. She studied the image of the rather ordinary, sandy-haired man huddled in a yellow cloak.

He was a Reidhar, too, she noticed. Lord Gordak's clan.

The memory images began again, clear and poignant with the knowledge of what was coming. It was summer. The plateau was still green from the spring 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. All except the inhabitants of Moy Tura. A few had left, but most were content to remain at home.

No one was surprised when Clan Geldring stopped by the city on their way south. Clans often camped near Moy Tura in the summers. Clan Amnok soon joined them, and still no one was concerned. Not even the unusually 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 council grew alarmed.

I have had years to think about that summer, the Korg told Kelene. I 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. I don't know everything that happened that night or why Cirys chose to trust Lord Gordak. I 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. I 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 slit Cirys's throat for his reward.

After that, the warriors of all three clans poured into the city and slaughtered every magic-wielder they could find. Without guards to warn us, we had no chance.

Kelene shifted unhappily. How did you escape?

Once again she saw Kelyra, this time leaning dreamily against 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 clutch at her side where an arrow protruded beneath her left breast. Her dying agony sent grief and rage crashing through the Korg. He leaped from the bed and caught her as she fell 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 strung bow in One hand and a battle club in the other. As silent as an assassin, he swung the heavy club at the Korg's head. The weapon would have smashed the sorcerer's skull if the Korg hadn't frantically lunged sideways to avoid it. The club 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.

The image faded, and the Korg was very still, his thoughts lost to Kelene. She was content to let him be until he was ready to continue.

When I awoke I was crazy with pain and fear. The room around me was brightly lit, but the light came from a fire across the square.

They were burning the Sorcerers' Hall. Somehow I staggered to my feet. . . . The Korg opened his memories again, and Kelene reeled under the sharp impact of his pain, dizziness, and confusion. The blow to the head had disoriented the man, she realized. Even his memories at this point were blurred and unsteady. .

The old sorcerer gave a groan and added,  I made it to the window and looked outside.
Kelene gave a mental gasp. The vision she saw was worse than anything she had imagined in the ruins. The magnificent Sorcerers' Hall was a conflagration of cowering flames that lit the square with a lurid glow and illuminated the ghastly piles of bodies heaped around the burning building. There were hundreds of them---men, women, and children of all ageslying in bloody stacks. The scene reminded Kelene too much of the bodies of the plague victims and the pyres at the gathering. It was all she could do to force herself to keep watching the images unfold.

Warriors by the dozen hauled in more bodies from around the city and casually tossed them into the gigantic fire. A few pitiful people were herded into the square, still alive, but Kelene saw Lord Gordak himself draw his sword and behead them all.

The Korg fell 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, he told Kelene. I could see them with their swords in their hands and their clothes stained with blood. I stumbled from my room and into my workshop. I didn't know what to do or where to go. I could hardly remember who I was or what was happening to me. All I knew was I had to hide. Warriors came into my house. I heard them find Kelyra's body and throw her outside as I ran out into my garden. There were men out there, too, beyond the walls. I could go no farther without being seen, so I did the only thing I could think of at that moment, the only thing I remembered how to do. I changed my shape. 

He showed Kelene a scene of his garden, bordered by a low stone wall and filled with flowers. Then his vision moved down, and she saw the bare feet of the man had been transformed to the stone paws of a lion. The paws remained fixed in place, one raised in a posture of defiance.

The sorcerer had become a statue in his own garden.

I 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.

The lion was trembling in mind and in body. 

I watched the warriors leave, but I did not move. Not for many years. I think my mind was in such shock, it could not accept what had happened. When I finally came to, I was alone and frightened. There was nothing here but these ruins. I wanted to leave, but I thought if I stayed here in this shape, I would be safe. I 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 I finally realized when you trapped me in this warehouse. It was a revelation.
She felt the effort he was making to bring his feelings back under control. The grief and misery that preyed on his mind 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, breaking the mental link, sending Kelene tumbling back into her own mind. She blinked in surprise.

"We will talk again later, young one." His gravelly voice spoke wearily. "I need rest from my thoughts."

The clanswoman pulled herself stiffly 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 shield 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 sigh.

"What happened?" Savaron blurted, kneeling down beside her. "You've been sitting there with him for most of the morning!"

"He can use his mind like the Hunnuli," Kelene said in a voice so soft they could hardly hear her. "He showed me his memories of the city and the slaughter." The images of the bloodbath were still so vivid she shuddered, and Rafnir gathered her close in his arms. There was a pause before she went on. "He went half crazy from pain, grief, fear, and the solitude of this place," she tried to explain. "But he knows now that he is not alone. I think he'll help us."

"Did you ask him about healers?" Rafnir wanted to know. 

"I didn't have a chance. I will try when he is willing to talk to me again." 

Morad said in a voice hard as stone, "If he is so friendly, why did he attack Niela?" 

Kelene frowned. "Habit, I think. He's been protecting himself and this city for two hundred years, and he thought all the magic-wielders 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. "I think that's why he was showing me his past, so I would understand why he killed Niela, and so he could recall himself." 

"What next?" asked Savaron.

"Rest. I'm tired," Kelene admitted. She made her way to her feet and waved off Rafnir's offer to help. "I'm all right. I just want to find Demira." After one last look at the Korg still lying by the blocked doorway, she limped away to look for her Hunnuli.

She is in the courtyard, Tibor called to her.

 Kelene bobbed her head in acknowledgment and felt the rising pang of a headache in her temples. By Amara's 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 that would not fade. The details she remembered gave the old city around her a new dimension of  reality. She could picture now what it had really looked like and how its people had lived. Moy Tura had been a grand idea: a place separate from the individual clans where magic-wielders could study and teach. There was much she and the present day magic-wielders could learn from this city.

 Sluggish 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 delight escaped her lips at the sight of Demira standing 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.

Demira had already been a magnificent horse, tall, well muscled, and graceful. Her new wings only enhanced her beauty.

The wings were larger than Kelene had expected, with primary feathers almost as long as her arm, yet they fit the horse's sleek proportions perfectly, tucking neatly against her sides. 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 Demira's head and the sweat lathering the filly's chest and neck. Demira lifted her muzzle, dejection in her deep eyes. They will not work! I cannot fly, she groaned in   Kelen's mind. They feel so strange, I do not know what to do with them, She raised the offending wings, then pulled them disgustedly back to ber sides.

The young woman hid her own dismay in an encouraging smile and pressed against the filly’s neck. "They're too new, Demira," she tried to explain. "You're not used to them yet." She ran a hand along the long, powerful inner wing to the velvety soft pinions. "They're so beautiful." 

They may be pretty, but I cannot get them to lift me up! Demira complained.

Something in the word "lift" triggered a thought in Kelene's imagination. "How have you been trying?" she asked.

The Hunnuli backed up a few paces until she was clear of her rider and the piles of rubble. Then she fanned out the long, broad wings and began to flap them as hard as she could. The force of her effort set up a breeze that blew dust and leaves in all directions, but it only lifted her forequarters off the ground a mere foot or two. She sank slowly back to earth, weary and disappointed.

Kelene studied her closely before she inquired, "Have you ever watched a goose take off?" 

I have seen geese on the river.
"Do you remember how they leave the water?" 

The filly's ears perked forward and her head came up a little. They have to run as they fly to get airborne.

"Exactly, and whenever possible they ron into the wind to give themselves extra lift. With your speed on the ground, that might give you enough momentum to overcome your weight. " 

Demira shook herself and carefully folded her wings into place. I will try that, she told Kelene in a tone lighter with new hope.

"Rest first," Kelene suggested. "We both need it." They found a pool of shade by a section of the wall, 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 their strength, then Demira left, determined to test her new idea for takeoff. Kelene was hot, thirsty, and ravenously hungry. It had been a long time since her last meal. She walked back to the shelter, stretching her arms and legs as she went until she felt more energetic.

Sayyed was still on his blankets when she stepped into the shadowy room. Although he seemed to be sleeping, he flinched when she knelt beside him. Rafnir was sitting close by, his demeanor tense and worried.

Kelene picked up a cloth 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 delirium of a high fever. Without deliberate forethought, Kelene laid her hand on his forehead and began to hum so softly that Rafnir could barely hear her. Sayyed's eyes flickered open for a second, and a weak smile flitted over his face. Then he eased back into a quieter, more restful sleep.

"How do you do that?" Rafnir asked wonderingly.

Kelene looked up in surprise. "I didn't do anything but try to calm him a little." 

The young clansman came around to her side, took her hands in his, and turned them over, palms up. "Long, gentle fingers, strong palms, a wide space between thumb and forefinger." He looked into her face. "You have the hands of a healer." 

Kelene snorted, suddenly self-conscious in the face of Rafnir's intensity. People had always been so aware of her foot, they had never paid attention to her hands. She pulled her fingers from his grasp. "A healer," she said lightly. "Don't be ridiculous. Piers was a healer. Gehlyn was a healer. I have no training and no interest!" 

"No interest?" he retorted, his brown eyes glowing. "Look how well you treated Savaron and me." He held up his arm to show her the tear in his muscle was healing nicely. "Look at what you just did for Father. You have an incredible touch w at eases people's emotions. Think how invaluable that would be to a healer."

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 healer---that profession was usually reserved for men in the clans. Except for midwives, women were not encouraged to pursue the training.

She folded her arms thoughtfully. Despite what she said aloud, Rafnir was right about her interest. The healer Piers had seen that before anyone else. Why else would he have talked to a small girl like an equal and allowed 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 healer Gehlyn was dead, too, and the gods only knew how many more healers had succumbed to the plague. The clans would need new people to practice the arts of healing. Why not a sorceress?

Kelene looked down into the face of her parents' dying friend and felt 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 against 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 a quizzical glance as she stopped before the shield. 

Inside the Korg was startled awake. He lifted his head, saw her standing against the bright light, and squinted. "Kelyra?" he growled in sleepy confusion.

The clanswoman jutted out her chin. "No! I 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, "This is Savaron, my brother. Our mother and father broke the gorthling's curse against Valorian's heirs."

The old lion turned his head from one to the other and his olden eyes began to gleam. "Tell me about them," his deep voice commanded.

 "I will gladly tell you when there is more time. But now I have to talk to you," Kelene 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 struggled to learn sorcery from Matrah's book and their own intuition. They have been gathering other people with the ability to wield magic and trying to undo years of prejudice. It has taken a long time. Too much knowledge from Moy Tura was lost." She broke off and pointed toward the building where Sayyed lay. "Now we have a calamity we cannot stop, and we desperately need help."  

The Korg stirred and said, "So you came all this way to find me. Why?" 

"The clans have been stricken by a deadly plague. Ever since we opened this old burial mound. . ."  

She got no further. Without warning the Korg roared to his  feet. "Burial mound! Plague'" he shouted in a voice that shook the warehouse. "What burial 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 against the shield, glaring furiously at her from beneath his stone mane.

"I didn't---I mean, we---it was an old one in a box canyon," Kelene stammered, growing pale. She stepped back against 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 stone daggers; his heavy tail was lashing in vicious arcs.

"In a box canyon," he repeated with a hideous growl. "In  the hills near the Tir Samod? A large oval 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 fools! You released  the undead. We sealed him in his tomb forever! Didn't you read the warnings? Didn't you feel the wards? That tomb was not to be touched!"

"We didn't know that," Rafnir tried to say, only to be cut off by a snarl from the Korg.

"Where is he? Where is the man you released? Is he still at the gathering?"

"No," Kelene answered hesitantly, and Savaron filled in for her. "He was just outside the southern gate yesterday."

The words had no sooner been spoken than the Korg plunged forward, battering himself against Savaron's shielding. The magic energy flared at the impact, then faded to a dull pink. The Korg lunged again into the shield. Before anyone could move to help Savaron strengthen it, the energy field exploded. The force of its disruption flung Savaron and Kelene to the ground.

With a thundering bellow, 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 their horses. Rafnir gave Kelene a hand onto Tibor's back, and she held tight to Rafnir's waist as the big stallion leaped 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 making staccato thunder on the flagstones. Ahead everyone could hear the Korg still roaring like a raging bull.

"What in all the gods' names is he doing? Kelene cried. Craning to see over Rafnir's shoulder, she looked down at the straight road toward the city gates. In the distance she could make out the broken towers of the city wall. “There he is!” she shouted to Rafnir. She saw the lion reach the gateway and go barging through.

All at once there was a flare of reddish light just outside the walls. The Hunnuli sped faster.

The red light was still blazing when the horses came to the high arched entrance and slid to a stop just inside the gate.

Peering out, everyone gaped at the stone lion hunched on his back legs, his front paw raised to strike, and his ears flat on his head. "Be gone, you blood-drinker," the Korg was snarling to the wraith.

The spirit had grown in height to stand eye-to-eye with the lion, and his form was glowing like a fiery pillar. "Heretic!" he screamed. "You cannot hide your human shape in that guise. Your perverted evil reeks through that moldy, lichen-eaten stone. Why are you still here? Was death not good enough for you? Show yourself! Reveal your face before I send you to the depths of Gormoth!" 

The Korg laughed, a scornful rumble that echoed off the walls. "Why not? This shell served me well. But I have learned it is no longer needed." He spoke a string 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 muzzle to tail; chunks of stone fell 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 his waist.

Kelene gasped. After the massive, murderous stone lion, the thin, gray-haired man was a surprise. In spite of his tall height, he had to crane his neck to look up at the towering apparition. He was so pale, his white skin looked incongruous against 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 wrist, a magic-wielder's splinter identical to Gabria's, and a blast of energy flew from his hand, sending the wraith back several paces. 

The clanspeople stared even harder. None of their attacks had had any effect on the apparition.

“Stay back, Bitorn," the Korg was saying. "Your power has little effect on me. Now you know me, now you see that one of the council is still alive!”  Without the deep rumbling growls of the lion, his voice sounded very different to the clanspeople, more moderate and precise.

The undead priest hissed his laughter. "Little good it will do you, old man. It took seven of the council to confine me to my tomb, and all 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. I will soon wipe them all out, and my vengeance will be complete." 

"Vengeance! The appalling excuse of a warped and evil mind. Spare us your vengeance, Bitorn. You earned every single verdict and punishment levied against you with your murderous cruelty and acts of hatred. There was no bloodier or more merciless criminal on the Ramtharin Plains than you!" 

"Criminal!" the priest howled. "Only the council named me criminal. The chieftains called me ally, the clans called me savior. The gods themselves ordained me to purify the plains of the perversion called magic! You and your sordid little cult did nothing more than delay the inevitable. I will destroy every magic-wielder in the clans!" 

"By wiping out the entire population?" Kelene shouted. Furious, she threw her leg over Tibor, slid to the ground, and limped forward a few paces. She moved around the dead Hunnuli lying in the dirt, unaware that as she did so, she inadvertently stepped from the protection of the wards in the archway.

The wraith turned his blazing eyes to her, but Kelene was too angry to feel fear. "You caused the plague, didn't you? You gave our entire people this vile illness just to kill a few magic-wielders?" 

A slow smile slid over the priest's face as he saw where she was standing. "Yes, child, I did. For more reasons than you imagine." 

"Oh, I can imagine a great deal," Kelene snapped to the wraith. "But you won't succeed. Magic-wielders have survived for over five hundred years since Valorian crossed Wolfeared Pass. We will fight you to the last flicker of magic in our veins to preserve our blood-right! Sorcery was a gift from the gods, not a curse. It is jealous, close-minded, vicious fools like you that keep us from fulfilling our destiny in the clans. Go back to your grave, priest. You failed in life, and you will fail again." 

Bitorn flicked a finger at her, and Kelene's clothes burst into flame. Pain and terror seared her mind as she tried frantically to beat out the fire on her arms and legs. A scream core from her throat. She felt Rafnir grab her and yell 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 left hunched over, staring stupidly at her untouched tunic and pants. There was no sign of smoke or scorch marks or burns on her skin. It had just been another of the wraith's visions.

Trembling, she slowly straightened. Rafnir was beside her, his hands steadying her shaking body. She raised her head to thank the Korg and saw him turn slightly 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 yelled.

The Korg whirled back too late, for the wraith's hand clamped down on his shoulder. The old man screamed in pain as the red phosphorescent light flared around him.

In almost the same movement, Rafnir and Kelene raised their hands and fired twin bolts of blistering energy at the wraith. Savaron and Morad ran to their companions. They joined their power to the attack, too, forming a four-way barrage against the glowing spirit.

The wraith howled in rage. He tried to hold on to his victim, but the intense power of four magic-wielders forced him back. His hand slipped off the Korg's shoulder.

The old man staggered a step and fell to his knees. Ducking low under the men's continued barrage, Kelene ran forward and half supported, half dragged the Korg back to the safety of the city gate. The three clansmen ceased their attack.

Bitorn snarled an oath and sprang after them, but the men ducked in past the wards. The wraith beat his fist futilely against the invisible power that prevented him from entering the city.

At last he stood back, his chiseled face pinched with rage. He turned his fiery eyes on Kelene. "You have spirit, child. When I catch you, your death shall be interesting. And you," he snapped to the Korg, "you are an ineffectual old man. You 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 I promise you, any false hope they find in Moy Tura will never reach the clans. My plan will not be stopped! So, Councilor, you can stay in your fallen city and die a hideously painful 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 a flash of red light, and the wraith disappeared from sight, leaving behind a strong putrid smell and a faint swirl of dust that settled slowly to earth.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
There was silence at the southern gate. The four clanspeople exchanged glances before they turned all eyes to the man leaning wearily against the stone wall of the archway. He had his back to them, his shoulders hunched and his head drooping. He pushed himself away from the wall, tightened the wrap around his waist, and slowly turned to face Kelene, Rafnir, Savaron, and Morad.

They stared back at him without speaking, wariness, curiosity, and suspicion on all their young faces.

"How do you know him?" Savaron asked abruptly.

The Korg flinched at the harsh tone in the warrior's voice. "His name was Bitorn," he replied wearily. "He was a priest of Sorh."

"So we gathered," said Rafnir. "What was he to you?" 

"A bitter enemy. A foe I thought long gone." 

Kelene 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 slit. He stared up at the ruined towers, the tumbled piles of rubble, and the rotting pieces of the massive gates as if seeing them dearly for the first time. His eyes, once ablaze with a golden light, were dulled to an ordinary yellowish brown.

Whatever he had been before, whatever he had done, Kelene knew now he was only a weary old man full of sadness and remorse. After years of isolation and emptiness, he had been thrust into a confusing new existence made bitter by old memories and perilous by new dangers he did not know, how to face.

Kelene took the Korg's arm and led him back into the city. Savaron offered his hand to help him mount one of the stallions, but the Korg shook his head. "It has been a long time since I rode a Hunnuli. I think I will just walk." With Rafnir and Kelene walking beside the sorcerer, the small group made their way back through the city.

"How did you do it?" Morad asked after a time of silence. "How did you seal his soul in a tomb?" 

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 intensity that allowed no interruption.

The four young people cast speculative glances at him while they waited, studied his features, and marveled at his appearance. He was not quite as old as they had first thought. Although his skin was pale and lined, his facial muscles were still firm, and his hair had as much blond as gray in its color. Kelene wondered if his outward appearance had changed at all after two hundred years in a stone body. Was this the way he had looked to Kelyra?

Just when they had decided he was not going to answer, the old sorcerer shook his head. "We used Bitorn against himself. That was the irony of our plan." His long fingers gestured toward the blue sky. "Magic is not the only ancient power in the mortal world. The gods have left traces of their divinity in many places that men do not yet understand. Bitorn was a brilliant man with an indefatigable desire to learn and an obsession to avoid death." 

"Then why did he become a priest of Sorh?" questioned Savaron, surprised.

"Two reasons, I think. If he could serve Lord Sorh as a devoted servant, perhaps the god of death would look favorably on his service and allow him to live longer. Then, he could learn all there was to know about death and find a way to avoid it entirely."

"Immortality?" Kelene exclaimed. "Did he succeed?" 

"Partially. He discovered that every mortal soul has a trace of the gods' ancient power. When a person dies, this power that chains the soul to the body leaks away, allowing the soul to escape its mortal shell. By learning how to steal that energy and absorb it into himself, Bitorn made his soul virtually invulnerable." The Korg's hands clenched into fists. "He also slaughtered dozens of people before we realized what he was doing." 

"The Oathbreakers told us he was stealing our life-force. Is that what you mean?" queried Rafnir.

"Yes," said the Korg. "His spirit became so strong, we could not kill him. The power of his soul preserved his body from fatal injury. All we could do was imprison him in a tomb and hope that he would eventually weaken and truly die." Savaron grunted. "But we got there first." 

"Unfortunately." The Korg continued to walk beside the Hunnuli, his expression grim. "His body must have died shortly before you found him, but he had enough energy left in his soul to avoid Sorh's Harbingers and eventually escape the opened tomb. Is his body still intact?" 

"We don't know," replied Rafnir. "We didn't open the coffin." 

"If the coffin is undamaged, chances are his body is still complete," mused the old sorcerer.

"So?" prompted Kelene.

The Korg sighed. "That's why he wants the life-force so badly. If he can gain enough strength, he can rejuvenate his body and live again." 

"Is that so bad? It might be easier to kill him if he is in a mortal body," Morad said, patting his sword hilt.

"You don't understand. 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 resist all but the most powerful spells. As a wraith, he is more vulnerable because he must use a great deal of energy to stay in the mortal realm. Once he is joined to his body, though, the strength of his soul will protect him from mortality. He will be virtually indestructible." 

"I don't understand," complained Savaron. "This life-force and magic seem very similar. What's the difference? And why does Bitorn use this other power when he is so opposed to magic?" 

"A few other magic-wielders and I wondered the same thing," the old Korg replied. "We never had a chance to understand Bitorn's work, because he destroyed all of his papers and manuscripts before we caught him. But we did learn that magic is a much older power, springing from creation itself. It is more complex and can only be used by mortals with Valorian's blood. But the life-force is not as ancient. It seems to originate from Lord Sorh. It is Amara who breathes life into our bodies, but it is Lord Sorh who claims the soul at 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 all the magic-wielders?" Kelene asked quietly.

"Completely." The Korg was emphatic. "Even before we brought him to trial for murder, Bitorn's mind had become affected by the power he had already absorbed. He was completely obsessed by what he called his holy duty." They had reached their shelter in the crumbling building, and the Hunnuli came to a stop by Afer.

Rafnir turned his gaze to the shadowed interior where his father lay, and he said morosely, "Bitorn has already made a good start." He thought of his mother so slim and alive, of his friend 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 tell 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 healers' records." 

The Korg's eyebrows rose. "What healers' records?" 

"That's why we came here; to look for any records left behind by your healers that might help us fight this plague." 

"Is it that bad?" 

For an answer, Rafnir pulled the Korg into the shelter and pointed to Sayyed. "See for yourself." 

Kelene brushed past them both to kneel by the warrior's side. Cup in hand, she lifted his head and let a trickle of angelica tea flow into his mouth. "It begins like this: a high fever and these painful swellings in the neck." Her fingers gently touched the lumps under Sayyed's jaw. He moaned at 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, at Sayyed, understanding for the first time the calamity 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. I don't remember anything like your plague striking 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." 

"Well, we can look can't we?" Rafnir flared, his patience suddenly at an end. "Bitorn must think there is something here we can use. Why else would he leave the gathering to follow a few magic-wielders all the way to Moy Tura? Did the healers have any kind of books or manuscripts or anything that described their healing spells?" 

"I don't know." The sorcerer was trying to think, but Rafnir's outburst had flustered him.

"You don't know a lot, old man! Think! I've lost my mother and half my clan to this disease. I 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. 

Kelene checked the warrior one more time. She sighed with pity at the handsome, powerful man lying helplessly in a sweat-soaked coma while an unseen foe ravaged his body. Her heart ached at the thought of losing his vibrant humor and charming smile.

Quietly she left him and dug through the packs to find some of Tomian's clothes that they had saved. The young Geldring had been bigger than the Korg, but his brown tunic, lightweight pants, and soft leather boots ought to fit the Korg well enough for now.

Outside, she found the men morosely studying the ruins around them and saying very little to each other. The tension was so thick she could almost see it. She handed the clothes 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 spell and altered them to fit his smaller frame.

"I haven't had to do that in a while," he said to Kelene. His eyes shifted apologetically to the men standing about. "I'm sorry I'm not much help. I was not a healer, and they kept their secrets within their guild." 

Kelene, arms crossed, regarded him steadily. "We knew it was a slim chance. Is there anything you can suggest? Some place we could just look?" 

He pondered her question and finally suggested, "You could try their hall." 

Rafnir snapped alert. "What hall?" 

The Korg looked at the warehouse and down the streets. "It has been so long since I tried to remember what these ruined buildings used to be. The Healers' Hall was a big, two-floored building not far from here. . . with a garden courtyard, if I remember." 

"Beside a temple to Amara?" Kelene asked excitedly. At the Korg's nod, she smiled. "We know where that is." 

Rafnir's expression brightened with recognition, and the two of them led the others through the alleys and streets 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 that particular moment. 

The Korg was looking quizzically at the broken columns around the courtyard and at the heaps of weathered and crumbled masonry on the foundation of the building he had indicated. "This must be it," he muttered as if to himself.

The clanspeople needed no more encouragement than that. They fanned out and searched every crack, nook, hole, and cranny they could find in the ruined Healers' Hall. They pulled down the remains of walls, tore apart 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 finally called a halt.

"Are you sure this is the only hall they kept?" Rafnir asked the Korg. "Didn't the healers have some other place they might have stored records?" 

The sorcerer bowed his head. "None that I know of." 

Morad made an aggravated grunt and threw up his hands. "Well, now what do we do? Go home?” 

"We can't," Rafnir rapped out. "We'll 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 isn't anything here but old stones." Morad picked up one and threw it as hard as he could into the twilight. "At first light, I'm leaving. I'm going back to Geldring Treld." 

"By yourself? Past the wraith?" Kelene exclaimed.

"I'll slip out the northern gate and find my own way. That stinking priest will be too busy keeping a watch for him." He jabbed a finger at the Korg. 

"You won't go alone," Rafnir noted in a voice both quiet and forceful. "You'll take the plague with you. If you don't die alone somewhere on the plains, you'll make it to your treld and spread the disease to those who stayed behind." 

Morad reddened, angry at himself for showing fear and angry at Rafnir for trapping him with the obvious. He was about to make a retort when an exclamation from Savaron startled everyone.

"Good gods!" he burst out. "What was that?" 

The others whirled to see him staring toward the western sky. The landscape of Moy Tura was flat, so 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 said excitedly. "Over there by that far tower. It was either the biggest eagle 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. This is my home." 

"An eagle? Do you mean it was flying?" Kelene inquired in a very controlled and innocent voice. She avoided looking at anyone for fear they would see the sudden shining in her eyes. Demira, it must have been Demira!

Her brother squinted. "I think so. I only saw it briefly against the setting sun. It 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 I know where the food is!" He stomped from the courtyard, his back hunched with anger.

Savaron took one last look toward the western sky, then shrugged and followed a little more slowly. The Korg trailed close behind. Kelene hesitated. 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 him 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 sitting with Sayyed, keeping him as comfortable as they could while his fever climbed 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 frantically, as if she were trying to encourage him to fight the thing that was slowly burning up his body.

Savaron and Morad traded off guard duty again, this time just keeping a watch on the shelter. The Korg had accepted a proffered blanket and gone to sleep outdoors with the Hunnuli. Although he craved the company of people, so much of it so quickly was making him uneasy.

No one slept well. The darkness seemed interminable to them all, for it blanketed the world around them and offered nothing to distract their minds from the simple, terrible fact that they were almost out of time and no closer to a solution than they had been two days ago.

A pale 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 wall nearby. He climbed stiffly 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 I could think of to lower his fever; he just gets worse. If something doesn't help him soon, I don't think he'll live through another night." 

The young warrior smacked his hand on his sword hilt. "There has to be something else we haven't tried. I can't believe we came all this way for nothing." 

"We knew that was a possibility," Kelene sighed.

"I know, but I 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 their backs on us at last." 

A long, thin hand was laid on Kelene's sleeve, and she looked around to see the Korg. For the first time in two hundred years the sorcerer had a day-old stubble of blondish-gray beard on his cheeks, giving him a tired, slightly scruffy appearance. His eyes were red-rimmed from lack of sleep, and the lines around his mouth and nose seemed deeper. "The gods do not forsake their children," he told them, his voice quavering with emotion. "Never think that." 

Morad, who had been listening to the conversation, came over. "What else are we supposed to think? Our prayers go unanswered. We have no hope. No help." 

"Maybe they have found an answer at the gathering," the Korg said softly, "with the wraith gone from their midst, perhaps the plague has died down." 

Savaron snatched at that hope and turned to his sister urgently. "Kelene, have you looked in the Watcher lately?" 

Her fingers went to the stone reluctantly. "Not for a day or two," she said, "but I don't think---" 

"Try it anyway," interrupted Morad. "See what is happening." 

It was all 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 healers had found a cure. She had seen no sign 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 still healthy. She wasn't certain she wanted to know if their condition had changed.

The Korg sensed her reluctance, for his slender hands covered hers. He gave her a pale smile. "Strength 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 slow to develop; they came reluctantly through a hazy curtain of light as if slowed by her own unwilling participation. When at last the tiny picture came into focus, Kelene realized part of the problem: her mother was facing the east. The rising sun's golden light filled the Fallen Star on her tunic.

Kelene sighed. At least that meant Gabria was still well enough to be outside and on her feet. Kelene realized her mother was praying to Amara, for she saw a pair of hands held up in supplication. Before she could delve deeper into the stone to hear the words, the scene swung around, and her mother entered a tent.

Kelene felt her mouth go dry. It was their family tent; she recognized the red-and-white hanging on the wall and the folding clothes rack her father had made. What was Gabria doing back in the Khulinin camp? Why wasn't she with the healers at the Council Grove?

The tiny image was difficult to see now because of the tent's dim 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 sleeping curtain hung. She pulled aside the curtain and knelt down by someone lying on the pallet.

Several hundred leagues away Kelene saw the face of the prostrate 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 lost their strength, and he sagged back onto his stone seat; "Dead?" he managed to ask.

The girl felt her body grow numb with despair. "No. I think it just happened. He was tossing 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? This is Lord Athlone?" At Kelene's nod, he bent over, picked up the Watcher, and pressed it back into her cold fingers. "I was awake most of the night, trying to remember Moy Tura as it was," he went on hesitantly in his dry, raspy voice. "Talking to you yesterday stirred things I have not thought about in years, and last night a memory came to me. It's probably just as useless as the hall, but there do not seem to be many choices left."

"What is it?" Rafnir called from the entrance to the shelter. He was leaning against the wall of the opening, his arms crossed and his face wary.

"The tunnels," replied the old sorcerer. When the others gave him unknowing stares, he elaborated: "We built a series of underground tunnels from the Sorcerers' Hall to four or five of the main city buildings for use by students and magic-wielders. I know there was one to the Healers' Hall. It occurred to me that maybe some of their important works were in storage rooms underneath the main hall." 

"Tunnels," Morad repeated, his tone dripping with disbelief. "Beneath the city. We've never heard of that!" 

"Very few people outside 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 seal automatically when they were shut. Gordak could have missed them when he razed the city." 

"I didn't see any sign of an entrance, sealed or otherwise, to a lower level at the hall," Savaron declared.

The Korg rubbed his hands thoughtfully and said, "I didn't either, or I would have remembered it sooner. It must have been destroyed when the walls were tom down." 

Kelene carefully pinned her brooch back into place while she listened to the men. A tiny seed of hope stirred in her mind, pushing aside a little of the despair that had settled over her when she saw her father lying sick and helpless. If it was just wishful thinking, she didn't care, so long as some small possibility offered another chance. "Is there another building with an entrance close to the Healers' Hall?" she suggested.

The old sorcerer hesitated. Then his face brightened a little. "The closest one was the Temple of Ealgoden. That building is still partially intact." A grimace slid over his face. "The clan warriors didn't dare tear down a holy place." 

Savaron, Morad, and Kelene traded glances and without saying a word, agreed to try. Only Rafnir hesitated, torn between staying'with his father or searching the temple.

The stallion, Afer, understood his indecision. Go, the Hunnuli reassured him. I can tell you if he needs help.

The people were about to leave when the white cat came trotting from the shelter, grumbling irritably. Afer told me to go with you. He says I 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 tail held high, her whiskers twitching. "For one so small, she has the bearing of a lioness," he commented, smiling. "Where did she learn to communicate like that?" 

"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 a high wall 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 clan warriors. At least it had not been burned and razed to the ground like the Sorcerers' Hall.

But time, neglect, and weather had inflicted their own grievous damage. The roof had fallen into the interior, most of the walls had collapsed, 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 small 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 grandeur.

The young clanspeople looked at the huge pile in dismay, wondering where to begin.

The Korg walked slowly across the courtyard and up the broad stone steps that stretched across the face of the temple. He raised his arms to the ruined building.

"It was named the Temple of Ealgoden after the sacred peak in the realm of the immortals. We wished it to be a place where we could venerate all the deities 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, Amara! If the Sorcerers' Hall 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 rudely. "That old man has lost more than a couple pounds of stone," he hissed. "He's a few threads short of a full warp." 

Kelene glared at the Geldring. Perhaps the Korg was being a little dramatic, but there was nothing wrong with his mind. And if he could find a runnel that led to the Healers' Hall, she wouldn't care if he began orating from the city walls. She hurried after the sorcerer, not bothering to see if Morad was coming. Rafnir and Savaron followed. Finally Morad, muttering to himself, brought up the rear. They made their way up the worn and pitted steps in time to see the Korg and Tam's cat pick a path through the broken main doors.

The doors were double-hung, bronze goliaths that perched precariously on the remains of the front wall and doorframe. The clanspeople edged past, being very careful not to jar the doors' fragile balance. Once inside, it was almost 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 tunnels?" Rafnir inquired dubiously, poking around a heap of broken stone.

The Korg pointed. "To the left. The door came out in an anteroom just off the far aisle." He led the way toward a tumbled mass of masonry, roofing material, and windblown trash that covered several partially collapsed walls.

"In there?" Rafnir groaned when he saw the mess. "It will take all day to get through that." He wasn't totally correct. The task only took them half 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 several 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 all tired from the exacting spells they had had to control. The rooms were still filthy with heaps of debris and trash, but now there was space to move within the walls.

"This is the place," the Korg told his companions. He pointed to a small chamber. Tam's cat was the first one into the ruined room. Behind her, the clanspeople crowded into the entrance to look around.

Rafnir crossed his arms and leaned against the doorjamb of the room the Korg had indicated. He was hot, sweating, 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 smell of rot and mold.

He watched the white cat delicately pad around the room, looking here and there, prodding with a paw, or sniffing fastidiously at the stones. Her ears were pricked and her nose was busy, but she did not seem particularly excited about anything. After a few minutes, she sat down near the back wall 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 where is your entrance, old man?" 

The Korg did not take offense. He was very familiar with feelings of fear and disappointment. He eased past Rafnir's larger, more powerful bulk and went to squat beside the cat. "I believe she's sitting on it," he replied mildly. "I told you the doors were sealed." 

The cat meowed. I cannot see door. I 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 octagonal stone no wider than a man's hand was uncovered beneath the dire. The stone, a polished tile of black marble, had a small 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 beneath his hand. An entire section of the floor and part of the wall came loose and slid haltingly out of sight. The Korg winced at the rough grinding noise it emitted in its efforts to overcome so many years of disuse and layered grime. Underneath was revealed a narrow scone stairway leading down into a black pit. A strong smell of dank rock filled the air, and a heavy chill leeched from the blackness. There was no sound, no sign of life; there was nothing but the first three steps and the unknown darkness.

Silence gathered around the clanspeople. Faces grim, they stared down into the black well. No one wanted to take the first step down, not even the Korg.

Kelene felt her stomach grow queasy from the sight of that stair. It was like looking into a bottomless chasm. She remembered the story of Valorian and wondered if he had felt this scared when he stood on the lightless threshold of Gormoth. "Well, at least there are no gorthlings down there," she said in a hearty voice she had to force.

The men were startled by her words. Then Rafnir began to grin, and Savaron chuckled. Morad unbent enough to shrug and take the first step down the stairs.

"How about some light?" the Geldring suggested.

The magic-wielders quickly obliged by shaping magic into small, floating spheres of light to take below. In single file the men and Kelene followed Morad down the steps into the blackness.

Last to go, Rafnir glanced at the white cat, who was watching them with her unwinking solemn eyes. "Coming?" he invited. Her tail went up, and regal as a priestess, she padded down the stairs 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 walls were so close together, the people had to stay in single file. Fortunately, the steps themselves were fairly wide, and a stone railing had been placed on the right side about waist-height. The walk 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 single feeble light began to glow on the ceiling just ahead. Morad started so badly he nearly tripped on a step.

The Korg put his hand on the Geldring's shoulder. "No need to be alarmed," he said sadly. "There used to be a string of lights along the ceiling that were spelled to shine whenever a magic-wielder came near. I'm surprised one still works." 

There was something rather comforting about the light and its reminder that other magic-wielders had walked underneath it every day. Its pale illumination couldn't compete with the spheres the travelers had made themselves, but its presence helped to diminish some of the fearsomeness of the tunnel 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 several tunnels. The passages were much like the stairs, smooth-walled and obviously man-made, but here the way ran wide enough for two people to walk abreast. One tunnel continued straight ahead. Others led away to the left and right.

"Which way?" Savaron's voice boomed in the quiet.

Kelene started and bumped into Rafnir. She felt his hand, warm and strong by hers, and she clasped it to help settle the tendrils of fear that were curling in her head. His fingers tightened around hers, inadvertently opening his emotions to her touch. She sensed an uncomfortable mix of nervousness, worry, apprehension, and a warm pleasure at her closeness, before she forced herself to close off her mind. At the same time she was aware of Rafnir mentally drawing away from her, too, and the flow of feelings was cut off. Kelene was relieved. She knew now it was possible to control her talent around Rafnir and allow him some privacy of feeling. That ability might be important later on if their newfound friendship continued to flourish.

Without speaking, the Korg turned to the left-hand tunnel and led his companions cautiously along the passage. Because the tunnels had been sealed for so long, there wasn't much dust or litter along the way, and very little moisture had accumulated. Other faint lights glowed like ghostly candles on the ceiling overhead.

They hadn't been walking very long when the Korg stopped so quickly Morad and Savaron slammed into him and sent him stumbling forward. Muttering and apologizing, they reached out to help him and saw what had shocked him so badly. There, just a step away from the Korg's boots, was the skeleton of a man. It lay sprawled at the foot of another set of stairs, its flesh long gone and its bone gleaming palely through the scraps of a long yellow tunic. An arrow protruded from its back.

"Sentran," murmured the Korg.

Kelene saw his cheeks were wet. "You knew him?" 

"A friend. He always wore that awful shade of yellow." He stared up the black hole of the stairway. "Sentran liked to work late. He must have been shot and made it this far before he died. . . ." His voice trailed away.

Morad leaned over and fingered the fletching on the arrow.

"If the colors were the same then as now, it's Geldring." His face turned a ghastly hue in the greenish white lights of the spheres. He let go of the arrow as if it had stung him.

They hurried on, leaving the body of Sentran in undisturbed peace, and pushed a little faster through the tunnels.

At last the Korg reached a place where the tunnel widened and came to an end in a very solid-looking door. The door had a stone lintel and was covered with hammered sheets of bronze. A strange emblem of a golden hand with a red jeweled eye in its palm adorned the center of the door.

"This is it; I recognize the Healers' symbol," the Korg told the small group. Then his expression grew puzzled. "But I didn't know there was a door here." He pushed it to no avail.

Savaron and Morad added their shoulders with his against the door and pushed, but the door did not budge. There wasn't enough room for anyone else to help them, so they gave up and looked for another way. They were disheartened to find no visible latches, hinges, or locks.

"The door must be magically locked," the Korg decided.

Morad glared at it. "I don't suppose you know how to break the spell," he said to the old man.

The sorcerer exhaled with an irritated rush. "I told you, the healers were very protective of their 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 spell, the backlash of the magic would kill us in the confined space of this tunnel." 

The men fell to thinking about alternatives while Kelene watched frustration darken their faces. To come so far and be thwarted on the doorstep of their destination by the very people they were hoping could help them seemed unfair.

And yet it struck her odd that healers would take such pains to lock a door in what was essentially a public tunnel. The spell on the entrance in the temple above had not been very complicated, perhaps this one wasn't either.

"Maybe you're making too much of this," suggested Kelene. There was no octagonal stone with a thumb depression on the door, so she tried the next best thing. She laid her palm and fingers on the emblem and pressed hard on the golden hand.

A faint stir of magic tingled against 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 all, 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.

Instantly the jewel in the palm flared with a brilliant red light so bright it shone in a beam of scarlet through her hand. The power of the door's spell flashed through her arm to her head and all the way to her feet, prickling on her skin and making the hairs rise on her arms and neck. The reaction of the magic barely registered in her mind when the light went out and the door cracked open. Kelene blinked in pleased surprise.

Impressed, the clansmen 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, hollow, rattling noise that made everyone jump.

"What was that?" Morad exclaimed. He mentally 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 human bones.

Kelene made a small 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 small skeletons lying along 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 standing pale and silent in the doorway. "What were they doing here?" she whispered.

The Korg clasped his hands behind his back to hide their trembling. "Someone must have hidden them down here. Most children weren't allowed in the tunnels until they had passed their first rites." He paused to clear his throat. "They wouldn't have known how to open the doors." 

"Put them down here to keep them safe, not knowing it would be their tomb. Poor babies. They must 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 tunnels and the sight of those small bones depressed her even more. The dark, chilled air and the enclosed spaces affected her more than she had thought and teased her imagination with violent images of that night so long ago. She wanted nothing more than to get out of there before they found another gruesome reminder of her people's folly and cruelty. Instead she forced herself to rise and step away from the skeletons.

Tam's cat padded carefully around the bones into the corridor. Kelene, with the men close behind, followed the small animal toward the several doors that stood open on both sides of the hall. The first 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 ceiling.

"That was probably a study room or gathering place," observed the Korg.

Kelene, Savaron, Morad, and Rafnir looked around the room and were impressed. The only rooms those four clanspeople knew well were in the chieftains' halls in their clans' winter camps. This large, comfortable-looking study fascinated them. "There must have been many healers here at one time," said Rafnir.

The Korg frowned. "Not really. The Healers' guild was the smallest in Moy Tura. It was learned long ago that not every magic-wielder can heal." His glance shifted to Kelene, but she had already moved back into the hall to continue the search.

There were three more doors in the hall, each one made of ironbound hardwood fastened with simple latches. Behind the doors were rooms much smaller than the first that led nowhere. One had a worktable and some benches sitting along the walls. The second seemed to be a storage room half full of everyday items: cast-aside clothing, pots, earthen dishes, a few empty storage jars, a broken stool, several mouse-eaten cloaks, and a wooden box full of small clay jars similar to the ones the healer Piers had 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 eat.

Kelene shuddered and moved to the last room. She stuck her head in the doorway and felt a sour pang of disappointment. The chamber was the last one she could see, and it was barren---no shelves, no alcoves, no doorways leading to other rooms, no cupboards or closets. Nothing but dust and aching silence.

Frustrated, she withdrew to the hallway. The men obviously hadn't found anything either, since there were no excited voices or calls for assistance. They were wandering from room to room, too, their globes of light following along obediently above their heads.

Kelene turned her attention to the only place at the end of the hall 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 stair when they explored the hall. In the process of razing the building, the victors had pulled down a wall over the hidden staircase and the door had collapsed under the weight of the crashing stone. The entire stairwell was blocked with chunks of masonry and broken Stone. The children trapped down there never had a chance to escape.

Kelene kicked a stone aside with the toe of her boot. The hall ended by the stairs in 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 animal was too distracted to notice. Something fascinated her along the blank stone wall directly across from the stairs. She sniffed the stone and poked at it with her paws, all the while pacing back and forth with her tail swishing.

"What is it?" Kelene.inquired.

The cat made a puzzled sound. The rock has no smell. It is cold and gray like other. Just no smell.

How odd, Kelene thought, putting her hands on the wall. It did feel like the rest of the walls---cold, damp, dirty---and yet there was something slightly strange about it. It didn't seem as dense? As textured? The difference was so 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 ceiling to floor while the cat wound around her legs and sniffed at different sections of stone. There was certainly nothing as obvious as the outline of a door, a symbol on the wall, a latch, or a lock. The only thing Kelene found were two small, faint depressions in 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 spell word, and pushed. Nothing happened. She tried the other, and still nothing happened. The stone remained immovable and enigmatic. Finally 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 wall and disappear. Kelene was so startled; she reached out to grab the cat, lost her balance, and fell headlong through the stone into total darkness.

She rumbled onto what felt like another floor. The stone beneath her hands was as cold and dirty as the hallway, 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 densely 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 stifled a yelp of surprise and unclenched her hands from the floor. Warily she pushed herself up to a sitting position. "What is this 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 faint light of her sphere that dangled just beyond the entrance. The odd thing was there was no physical door, only an open space looking out on the stairs and the hallway.

The girl 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 realized instantly that it had been an important place.

Floor-to-ceiling shelves, tall wooden cupboards, and detailed murals covered all four walls. A wide worktable sat in the center of the floor. Everywhere Kelene looked, she saw bottles, vials, small 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 called excitedly. "I found another storeroom." The men came hurrying at the sound of her voice, but she was surprised when they stopped at the end of the hallway and milled around, looking perplexed.

"Kelene, where are you?" Rafnir called.

She hobbled to the door, a mere step or two away from him, and said, "I'm right here!" He started like a spooked horse.

She stuck her head out the door, and to her amusement, all four men leaped backward. "The entrance is right here," she informed them.

Morad stared at her, his eyes bugged out. "What entrance? All I can see is your head in a stone wall!" 

"Well, I can see the way from this side!" Kelene insisted. "Just put your thumbs in those little depressions and push. You can walk right through." 

However; the spell would not work for them. One by one they tried it, but no one could go through the entrance. It was the Korg who finally understood. "It's keyed to healers," he said half aloud. "I didn't know they used that, too." 

Rafnir smacked his hand against the wall. "Used what, too?" he asked irritably.

"Use spells that could only be triggered by magic-wielders with specific talents. Like healing. Obviously Kelene has that talent, so the doorway opened for her." 

Kelene felt a strange flush of excitement warm her face. The truth was confirmed. Her empathic touch and her interest in healing were not coincidences but part of a greater talent to heal 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 must have stepped in as you tripped the entry spell," the Korg replied.

Kelene abruptly stepped through the stone. "Then let's try it with all of you," she said in a brusque tone. Putting her thumbs in the depressions, she repeated the old spell. 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 healers. This was probably their pharmacy," the old sorcerer explained. "The healers prepared all the medicines used in Moy Turn." 

"So there might be something here that could help us," Savaron said. He and the others spread out, opening drawers and poking around shelves.

"Maybe," the Korg responded hesitantly. "But most of those powders, herbs, and oils 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 healers heal everything with magic?"

The Korg sighed and leaned against the table. "Of course not. The human body is too complicated, too fragile to assail with heavy doses of magic. All a healer can do is influence the natural healing processes of the body. Look at those murals." He pointed to one on the wall near Kelene's head.

Kelene twisted around to look up at a life-size painting of a human male. At least she guessed it was a male. Although the mural was faded and dusty, she recognized it as a detailed representation of the bones and major muscles of the body. Her mouth dropped open.

"Healers studied anatomy and physiology for years, as well as medicines and magic." He chuckled dryly. "You have to know what is broken before you try to fix it." A sharp and poignant memory surfaced in Kelene's mind of her mother and the Khulinin horse healer looking helplessly 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. Yes, Kelene decided, it would be very useful 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 first discovery.

Behind the closed doors of a tall wooden case he found a collection of rolled scrolls, tied with silk cords, and two small leather-bound manuscripts. Bursting with hope, he carried the fragile writings to the worktable and began to gently undo them. The Korg and Kelene joined him, and the white cat hopped up on the table to play with the cords.

"Look at this," said Kelene. She was scanning the yellowed pages of one of the small books. "Recipes! I know this one. It's a cough syrup from wild cherry bark. Here's an astringent made from something called marigolds." 

"What's an astringent?" Rafnir asked from behind an unrolled scroll.

"A skin wash to help heal small wounds," she replied. "And here's a restorative that looks very interesting. I wish I knew more about herbs and medicines. I'll have to show this one to Mother." She continued to turn the pages, yet her face slowly clouded over. "There is some valuable information here and many things I don't recognize, but I don't see anything that specifically 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 sweating. He had to wipe his forehead before he asked, "Did the healers have any other books or manuscripts?" 

The sorcerer's reply was discouraging. "I remember they had a large collection that they kept in a room upstairs. I doubt the clan warriors made an effort to save them." 

Just then, Savaron gave a yell of delight. "Hey! Didn't Piers have one of these?" He held up a smooth red stone about the size 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 reveal the place where he had found it. Kelene's fingers curled around the precious stone. There, in a long, shallow drawer Savaron had pulled from a cupboard, lay a wooden tray neatly divided into seven sections. In each compartment lay a variety of polished stones of different sizes 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 what all of these are for?" 

The sorcerer's brow wrinkled even more as he studied the collection. "I know they're healing stones. The healers used them to help treat specific problems. That red one you had was made to remove traces of magic from a body. The healers made several of those at the request of the clan chieftains in case of accidents or malicious attacks. Anyone could use those, but I think the rest of the stones could only be used by healers." 

"Piers did have one of those red stones, but he never told me about any others. What do they do?" Kelene asked, almost breathless with hope.

"Well," he said, pointing to some green stones, "those have a sleeping spell. These yellow ones are topaz used to help heal broken bones. Now these might be interesting." He picked out several opaque golden stones that gleamed with dark translucent streaks. They were about the size of a baby's fist and polished to a brilliant sheen. The Korg held one up to his eye. "Lion's Eye," he chuckled lightly. "The healers had to use this one to help Kelyra after a miscarriage. It breaks fevers."

Kelene's chin came up, and her dark eyes bore into his yellow-brown ones. "Fevers. Are you sure?" 

"Certain. It saved her life." 

"Could it help Sayyed?" 

The flicker of humor died from his eyes, and his face became heavy and set. "That I cannot answer, Kelene. It is for 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 healing craft and of the awesome responsibility of trying to save lives. "I know so little about healing," she murmured as if to herself. "Will I be able to do any good?" 

Savaron, Morad, and Rafnir were silent, watching her, but the old sorcerer drew himself straight and stood before her like the councilor he had once been. "You were born with a rare talent to heal, Kelene. It is a talent that requires compassion, desire, and courage. You have all of those in full measure, clanswoman. Don't let a little self-doubt stand in your way." 

Her gaze snapped up to his face, to those yellowish eyes that had seen so much, and she felt her fear recede enough so she could banish it to the back of her mind. Trained or not, she had the potential to be a healer and the talent to use the healing 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 held the Lion's Eye up to the light. "How do I use this?" she asked the Korg.

A slow, satisfied smile creased his face. "Before you try anything, perhaps you should have one of these." He reached into the tray, drew out a small package wrapped in soft leather, and laid 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 crystal slivers that sparkled like diamonds under the white light of the magic spheres.

Savaron was the first to recognize them and his strong hands reached out to touch them. "Splinters! Why are they here?" The others shifted and smiled at one another. The diamond splinters were the traditional emblem of a true magic-wielder.

"A healer was always present to insert them during the rites of completion," the Korg informed them. "But I am surprised you know of splinters since 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 magic." 

"Can you insert them?" Savaron asked the Korg.

The sorcerer tipped his head toward the door. "Outside." 

Kelene felt 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 hall, the men and the cat close behind. They filed silently past the children's bones and out the door into the tunnels.

Rafnir, at the end of the line, paused to rub his aching temples before he softly closed the door behind him. Gods of all, he felt lousy. Sweat was running down his forehead and chest, and his strength was draining away. He had to draw several deep breaths before he could walk after the others up the passage toward the exit. .

The sun hit them with its blinding light when the searchers climbed from the stairwell into the ruined temple. The day was well advanced, and the ruins sweltered in the afternoon's indolent heat.

The Korg took Kelene's hand and led her to the steps of the temple, where he turned her to face the sun in the western sky. He stretched out her arm, palm up. "There is usually more formality than this," he apologized, "but I 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.

Kelene's trembling eased. A warm, still peace infused her soul. Her nervousness and fear fluttered once more and disappeared as the words of the rite filled her mind and the significance of their meaning finally put to rest the last of her reluctance. Her anger from the past rose in her mind and was cast away along with her indecision and insecurity about herself. She had taken the first step with Demira when she accepted at last 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 healer, the best she could be, and the knowledge sang in her mind like a litany 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 Amara's grace. The sliver glowed between his fingers with a pure white light. Then, the Korg pierced Kelene's right wrist and slid the splinter under the skin. There was not a drop of blood spilled.

Pain shot through her arm and the heat from the diamond burned under her skin. The splinter immediately began to pulse a reddish light to the pounding of her heart. Kelene stared down at it, entranced. She could feel 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 smiled her understanding.

All at once, a huge dark shadow swept over them. The Korg ducked, and, with yells of surprise, Savaron and Morad drew their swords. Rafnir's hand went to his hilt, too, but he was so weak by that time that he simply 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. I can fly! Demira trumpeted to the skies. She curved around and swept overhead again, the wind thrumming through her magnificent, outstretched wings.

The men stared up at her, their eyes bulging, their jaws slack. "Good gods!" 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 in too fast, tripped over her legs, and nearly fell on her nose.

Rustling her wings, Demira righted herself 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 this is what you and Rafnir have been up to."

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

Kelene took several minutes to explain to her brother, Morad, and the Korg exactly how Demira had been transformed. The men marveled at the filly's wings and ran their hands incredulously over the satin smooth feathers.

"You did this?" the Korg exclaimed. "Bitorn may be wrong. You are more resourceful than even I thought." 

Savaron was obviously impressed, too. "She's fantasric!" he said to his sister. "You and Rafnir make an unbeatable pair.”  He looked around Demira's neck toward his friend. “Why didn't you tell. . ." 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 slumped on the steps. His face was as red as his tunic, and he was shivering in spite of the heat.

A cry of fear sprang from her lips. She hurried to his side and was horrified to feel the incredible fire in his 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 faster than I expected." 

Savaron, his face full of worry, knelt beside her. "Is it the plague?" When she nodded, he groaned. "Are you sure it's not a wound fever from his arm or a heat fever?" 

"It's the plague," Rafnir answered for her. "My head feels like a forge 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 wrist. "No. See to my father first. He is nearer to death and will need your strength to survive." 

"I don't want to leave you like this," she protested, even though she knew his argument made sense.

Rafnir pulled himself up to look her right in the face. "You can and you will. Sayyed needs you more!" He gasped, then fell back into her arms, too weak to even sit upright.

Kelene hesitated for a long moment, torn by her love for Rafnir and her sense of duty to Sayyed. Her love for Rafnir, by the gods, how hard it hit her! The possibility of losing 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 him 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 turmoil what she had to do. "Savaron, please bring him to the shelter as quickly as you can. I will see what I can do for Sayyed," 

Rafnir's fingers tightened gratefully around her arm before falling limp at his side. She rose hesitantly to her feet. For all of her brave talk 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 really know how to use the healing stones or whether they would still be effective. A few of the spells set in Moy Tura were working, but Kelene had no assurances that the healing spells 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 sufficient.

Her jaw set, Kelene fetched the tray of stones and the manuscripts. With the Korg's help, she scrambled up onto Demira's back between the furled wings. She tucked her legs around the upper wings and held on as Demira broke into a trot toward their shelter by the warehouse.

"Thank you for coming now," Kelene said. Then she added wistfully, "You looked so beautiful up in the sky.”

It is incredible! The filly's thought was a song of delight. It took a long time to learn how to do it right, but I remembered what you said about the geese, and it worked! I am getting stronger and stronger.

Kelene patted the filly's shoulder. "If this healing stone works, do you think you will be strong enough to fly to the Tir Samod?" 

The Hunnuli did not answer at once. Her hooves were clattering loudly on the road, and her ears were swiveled back to hear Kelene. She was almost to the shelter before she replied, I do not know. I have only made a few flights around the plateau. Then she rustled her feathers and neighed. I would like to try, though.

Her call brought the other Hunnuli from the shade of the old building where Sayyed lay. Kelene sent Tibor, as well as Savaron's and Morad's stallions, to help the men bring Rafnir back. Afer and Demira followed her into the shelter.

They found the white cat had already returned to her position by Sayyed's head. She was curled close to his neck, purring her reassurances softly in his ear.

Kelene kneeled beside Sayyed and laid the tray of stones on the ground before she could bring herself to look at his face. The sight of his once-handsome features made her blanch. The warrior was unconscious, sprawled on his back on his rumpled golden cloak. Although he had not suffered from the devastating vomiting and diarrhea that had afflicted many plague victims, his hot skin was taut and yellow as old parchment, his face and upper body were a mass of open sores, and his neck Was thickened with the swellings under his jaw, making the breath rasp in his throat.

Methodically Kelene unwrapped the stones and picked out the golden Lion's Eye that was spelled to fight fevers. She decided to attack this illness from several directions: first 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 medicinal recipe in her tray until something brought Sayyed back from his trail to the grave. Then she would help Rafnir.

Did you find something? Afer's deep, masculine voice spoke in her mind. His mental voice was so full of worry and sadness that a tremor shook Kelene's body.

O Amara! In all 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 realm of the dead? And Tibor and Nara and Demira and every Hunnuli in the clans that was attached to a human rider? Kelene realized she wasn't just trying to save her friends and family, but their beloved Hunnuli as well.

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 Piers's method of placing the stone on the victim's head. The old healer had shown her his red healing stone many years ago, and she still remembered the awe she had felt when he used it to help a young girl hurt by a spell gone out of control. .

Kelene laid 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 healers. Maybe she was supposed to stay in contact with it. She just hoped the stone did not require a specific verbal command to start the spell.

With a pounding heart, Kelene placed her fingers on the stone and closed her eyes to concentrate. Almost at once she felt a heat radiating from the diamond splinter in her wrist, 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 missing from the spell.

Keeping the magic under control, Kelene tried to think what else she could do. There was obviously another step in the process that triggered the spell, but what was it? She started 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 healer not only had to be in direct contact with the stone, but the patient as well. She clasped his hand tighter. Instantly she felt as if a circle had become complete---she and Sayyed and the stone had become united in the power of magic. She tried to sense his emotions, but his mind was so deep in the pit of his illness that she could only feel the most basic sensations of pain and confusion and somewhere buried in the recesses of his innermost being, a hard kernel of resistance to death.

A smile flitted over her lips. Sayyed hadn't given up yet. Even in his desperate state, he was still trying to struggle for life. That would make her job a little bit easier.

Kelene 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 spell became clear in her mind. It was a strong, well-formed work of sorcery that was still potent after all those years. Best of all, the spell was easily initiated by the force of the healer's willpower.

The clanswoman opened her eyes a slit and saw the splinter gleaming ruby-red under her skin and the gold stone glowing under her fingers like a coal waiting for tinder. She took a deep breath, said a silent prayer to Amara, and sent the power of her will deep into the Lion's Eye.

The dark gold stone reacted instantly. It burst from a dim coal to a tiny brilliant star resting on Sayyed's head. Its light bathed his face with a golden glow and illuminated the entire shelter. The white cat sat motionless in its brilliance, her fur a shining yellow and her eyes a pair of fiery jewels.

Kelene shut her eyes tightly against the stone's blaze, while she sat very still, keeping her fingers in place. Although she did not see the golden light sink into Sayyed's skin, she felt the spell penetrate his head, its power radiating into every cranny of his skull. The stone worked for a long time before revealing its effectiveness. It was so slow in fact, that Kelene took several minutes to notice Sayyed's fever was declining.

Little by little the deadly beat dropped until it reached a more normal temperature that dried the sweat on Sayyed's face and returned his skin to a healthier pink. At last the light in the golden stone faded and went out. Kelene sensed Sayyed's return to consciousness and used her empathetic touch to ease him into a more restful sleep. He was still a very sick man, but his fever was under control and his body's own healing abilities could now work on destroying the rest of the disease.

There was a warm flash of relief 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 sleeps. 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 palm, as ordinary as any polished pebble. There was nothing to indicate the priceless gift that lay within the stone's core. Slowly Kelene's fingers curled over the stone. When Savaron, Morad, and the Korg carried Rafnir in a few minutes later, the radiant expression on her face was all they needed to see to know the spell had worked.

Savaron and Morad laid Rafnir next to his father on a pad of blankets. The Korg, at Kelene's instructions, lit a small fire to boil water for tea and poultices.

Kelene brought the Lion's Eye to Rafnir. "Your father's fever broke. I think he is out of danger now," she told him, knowing the good news would strengthen his own fight against the disease.

His flashing smile came back, and his hand groped for hers. Their fingers interlocked in a tight clasp.

"I love you," he whispered. The depth and truth of his words were confirmed by such an enveloping aura of delight, passion, and need that Kelene gasped at the wondrousness of it. It was the same incredible emotion she had felt in the Korg's memories of Kelyra, 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 else, then used her will to begin the spell. The stone once again ignited to its incandescent glow, completing the circle of power between itself, the healer, and the patient. As the magic flooded Rafnir's body, Kelene projected her own feelings for him into his mind. She felt his welcoming delight like the life-giving warmth of the sun.

Since Rafnir was not as sick as Sayyed, this time the healing went faster. In just a short time the yellow light faded back into the stone and the spell was complete.

Rafnir sighed once; his dark eyes sparkled with a glint of his old humor. "Not bad for a beginner," he said huskily. He tried to sit up, but Kelene pushed him back to his blankets. 

"Don't even try it. You're not well yet. You need rest!" She picked up the Lion's Eye from where it had fallen, put it back with the other stones, and started to stand.

Grabbing her arm, Rafnir pulled her down almost on top of him, and kissed her long and deep with all the love he felt in his heart. When he let her go, he was astonished to see tears in her eyes.

"You're going, aren't you?" he asked.

She nodded, saying, "I have to. This is why we came, why we gave Demira wings. 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 his tunic. "Keep it and you will know when I reach the gathering." 

He lifted his hand to cup her chin. "Be safe," he said forcefully. "You and I have just started." He wiped the wetness from her cheeks.

The men watched silently while Kelene packed the healing stones and the scrolls in an empty leather bag and gathered a small pack of food for herself and Demira. They made no comment when she brewed tea from angelica and comfrey, made the poultice, and told them how to care for Sayyed and Rafnir.

"Don't let either of them ride until they're strong enough," she warned Savaron and Morad. "They could suffer a relapse if they try too soon." 

Savaron looked proudly down at his little sister and saw that her difficult years of girlhood had come to an end. Kelene had matured at last to a selfless, confident, capable woman who was about to, literally, spread her wings and fly. "Will Demira be able to carry you so far?" he asked quietly.

"I don't know. If not," Kelene patted the filly standing beside her "she still has four legs." 

"I wish you weren't going by yourself." 

"There's no other way." 

"I know, but Bitorn is still out there, and it's a long way to the gathering," Savaron said.

Kelene understood his concern and loved him for it. Big brothers were supposed to worry about their sisters. "If we can slip 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 all of you? How will you get out?" 

"I will help with that," the Korg spoke. The old sorcerer was leaning against a far wall, his face lost in shadow. "I should be able to distract Bitorn long enough for all of you to get off the plateau." 

Kelene turned in surprise. "What do you mean? Aren't you coming to the Tir Samod?" 

"No." His sad reply surprised them all.

Kelene stepped toward him to better see his face. "But why not?" she demanded, her voice rising. "We need you. We need your power. There is so much you could do to help, so many things you could tell us. How can the magic-wielders 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 this is ridiculous!" Kelene cried. "You have been alone for so long. How can you bear to be left alone again?" 

The Korg closed his eyes, and his body trembled with a long sigh. He came slowly forward from the shadows, his face worn and very tired. He put his hands on Kelene's arms. "You don't see me as I really am, do you---you who are so strong and full of determination? You think of me as the ferocious lion I pretended to be. Well, you're wrong, Kelene. I am a very old man. I doubt I could tolerate the long ride back to the Tir Samod." 

"You're not old. You look barely forty years," she insisted, her eyes huge against her pale face as she watched the Korg.

"I may seem to be forty-one, which was my age when Moy Tura fell, but that's only because my body's physical appearance was preserved within the stone of my shape-changing spell. In reality I am two hundred sixty-five." His mouth twitched with a dry chuckle. "I feel every year of it. Without my stone form to protect me, I will age and die, probably within a year or two." 

"Well, why don't you change back into a stone lion?" Savaron suggested.

"No!" the Korg responded. "I have finished with that! I want to live out what's left of my life and die as I should have two centuries ago." 

"But you don't need to be alone," Kelene interrupted sadly. "There are people out there who would welcome you and venerate the wisdom you can bring." 

The Korg shook his head almost desperately. "Kelene, I cannot leave here. May Tura is my home. It sustains me." 

"You would rather stay here among these old ruins than come back to the clans?" The sorcerer stopped in front of her again and said quietly, "See Moy Tura through my eyes. Whatever else these ruins are, they are the foundations of a beautiful city. I still have my power, and now, thanks to all of you, I have my memories and my perspective back. The stone lion is dead, but this city needn't be. Perhaps I will try to rebuild part of it in the time I have left." 

Kelene 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 I will come back, if I can," she said, unhappily resigned. "I would like to see the healers' herb room again." 

He bowed his head gratefully. "It will be there for you." 

Kelene stepped away from him, picked up the leather bag with the stones, and looked around at the men watching her: her big, handsome brother; Morad still suffering from Tomian's death; Sayyed asleep on his blankets; the old Korg; and last of all Rafnir, who had stolen her heart without even trying. At that moment she loved them all 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 is little hope." 

She nodded. "Come as soon as you can. Even if I can stop the plague, there is still Bitorn." 

"We'll be there," Morad promised.

Kelene gripped her bag and hurried out before she lost control of the tears that threatened again to spill 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," Kelene told the stallions. Then she tUrned and faced her filly.

Demira nuzzled her arm. l am ready to go.
Kelene rubbed her hand down the filly'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 herself 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 the filly.

Demira's tone was apologetic. My wings are not strong enough yet. I need to get a good running start.

"So we have to get out onto the plateau to give you enough room?" 

That would be helpful. I slipped out of the city's northern gate several times to practice where the wraith could not see me. There is a good place to take off on the western side of the plateau.

"Then we'll find the wraith and distract him at the southern gate to give you a head start," Savaron told Kelene. "Wait for our signal." He handed her the bag, and his hand gripped her knee in farewell. Neither of them could say anything else, though their hearts were full.

Kelene forced a smile, ruffled her brother's hair---which she knew he hated---and urged Demira into a walk away from the shelter and toward the old road. They left 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.

The filly 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 warily as they passed by alleys, streets, and buildings in no better condition than the rest of the ruined city. Gordak's warriors and the elements had left nothing unscathed.

When they neared the high city walls, Demira slowed to a walk and stopped in the shadow of a roofless tower. The northern gate was identical in workmanship to the southern gate, with a high arched entrance through the thick walls and two towers to either side. Unlike the other entrance, though, this one still had one of its heavy doors hanging on one side of the archway.

Since they had not seen the wraith inside the city, some of the old wards must still be working at all the gates, Kelene decided. She wondered if he had tried to enter any of the others.

Demira cautiously 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 sign of anyone or anything, just the two crouching stone lions that stood guard at the roadside. The filly rolled her eyes at the statues and pulled back behind the door. She and Kelene looked to the southern skyline for Savaron's signal.

They didn't have long to wait. Before the sun dropped noticeably lower, a blue fireball rose on the distant 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, level ground. She left 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 felt at leaving. She had once thought the old city 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 still much the old city had to offer to anyone with the desire to explore its ruins.

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.

"Where is the road on this side 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 the filly sped into a gallop.

Kelene automatically leaned forward and adjusted her seat to the change in Demira's pace. As the horse's neck rose and fell in rhythm with her galloping legs, her head blocked the sun from Kelene's eyes. All at once Kelene saw the rim of the plateau not more than ten paces ahead. There was no road there, no slope, and no gradual drop to the grasslands below. To Kelene's horror, the plateau came to an abrupt end in a sheer cliff that fell suddenly down hundreds of feet to the highland's rocky lap.

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 steel fingers to the filly's mane. The sorceress felt the Hunnuli gather herself. The long wings lifted slightly, and the horse's powerful hind legs bunched underneath her weight. Kelene looked down in time to see Demira tuck up her front legs, and with a mighty leap, launch herself over the rim of the plateau.

Kelene's stomach lurched upward. She took one look at the empty air and the ground far below and screwed her eyes shut. Her cry of fright was torn away by the wind.

Suddenly she felt Demira's 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.

Kelene's eyes flew open wide. Delighted and still a little frightened, she leaned sideways and peered over the edge of Demira's wings.

The filly faltered. Sit still, please! Demira begged. I am not very good at this yet, and your weight will throw me off balance.

Kelene hastily obeyed, clamping her backside firmly to the center of Demira's back. She contented herself with watching the gentle rise and fall of the Hunnuli's wings, how they tilted to meet the flow of the air, and how the feathers adjusted to each gusty breeze. The filly was using her wings to glide on the last of the day's rising air currents, and Kelene realized that Demira was copying the graceful, efficient flight of an eagle.

Joy whispered in Kelene's heart. She watched wordlessly as Demira curved southward along 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 visibility, almost lost in the coming night, she saw the dark hump of Moy Tura.

Kelene lifted her hand and threw a fistful of dazzling blue energy into the twilight sky.

Outside the crumbling wall of Moy Tura's southern gate, Savaron saw the flare of blue on the horizon and recognized it for what it was. He breathed a silent prayer of thanks. Their ruse had worked---Kelene was gone. With the help of Demira's wings, Kelene and the filly should get enough of a head start so even if the wraith realized they were gone, he would not be able to catch up with them.

Now all Savaron and his companions had to do was break off the Korg's confrontation with Bitorn and make a convincing retreat back within the safety of the walls.

"Let us pass!" the Korg was bellowing to Bitorn. The old sorcerer had seen Kelene's signal, too, and to make sure the wraith did not turn around and notice it, he fired a blast of energy at the priest's glowing form.

Bitorn laughed as he sidestepped the scorching power. "You're weak, old man. What's the trouble? Mortality catching you at last? Die soon so I can take every spark of your life-force and make it my own!" 

"You'll never have the pleasure, Bitorn," the Korg responded fiercely.

The apparition rose in height to tower over the old sorcerer. Behind the ruddy figure, a huge, semicircular wall of flames appeared.

Savaron instinctively flinched. The fire was so realistic; he couldn't tell if it was real or illusion. But it didn't matter; they were not going to stay to find out. The Khulinin chopped his hand downward in a prearranged signal. Together, he and Morad charged their horses forward to the Korg's side and surrounded themselves with a magic defense shield.

"Come on!" Savaron yelled. "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 derisive 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 his fist. He was about to curse the sorcerers when he hesitated in mid-motion. The imprecations died on his lips. He paused, silhouetted against 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 silent question. Without another word, the wraith banished his fire. He stepped back into the gathering darkness and strode out of the men's sight.

Morad let out a gusty sigh 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?" 

"We'll know soon enough," the Korg answered dryly. "Bitorn is so full of hate and pride, he'll let us know if he finds out what we've done."

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

The first light of Amara's sun had barely lit the eastern horizon when Savaron and the other men awoke. A long sleep had worked wonders for Sayyed, and he lay on his bed alert, hungry, and full of questions.

While Morad fixed a meal 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 still bothered the young warrior. He wanted to be certain the dead priest was still outside the walls.

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 halfway through the city when they heard a bellowed summons that shook the old ruins.

"Sorcerers!" Bitorn's voice blasted the air. "Come forth, heretics! Show me your craven faces."

Savaron's stallion needed no urging. He bounded forward at a canter along the road. Savaron and the Korg felt their apprehension rise as Bitorn continued to call. He was still shouting outside the walls when the stallion slid to a stop in the gateway.

The wraith was standing near Tam's dead Hunnuli, his form brilliant with red rage, his face livid. "One of your number is gone!" he roared at the two magic-wielders. "I sense her presence is missing, and I saw tracks at the north gate. Where is she?" 

"She was afraid of the plague," Savaron growled in return. "She fled on her own instead of following us." 

"Not that one! She is strong. She would give her life for you pitiful people. I 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 several days. Flies swarmed around it, and the stench of its rotting flesh gagged the two men, but it slowly staggered to its feet. It stood by the wraith, its head hanging from its long, sunken neck.

"I am leaving you for now," the wraith hissed at the men. "You are free to stay here and die or come to the gathering to meet your doom. One way or another, I will find you when I am ready." He mounted the decaying Hunnuli and turned it south. It broke into a gallop down the old road.

"No, wait!" Savaron yelled. 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 him go. You can't fight him alone." "But Kelene---" 

"Is leagues away. Bitorn will not catch her now," the Korg said.

"Then why is he leaving us? What did he mean 'when I am ready'?" Savaron asked worriedly.

"It is what I feared: he is returning to the gathering and his tomb. He wants to rejuvenate his body before Kelene finds a way 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 vicinity of a dying person in order to steal 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 gathering among the dying and regain his strength at the risk of allowing you to succeed in your mission, or should he follow you and destroy your party alone somewhere on the plains. Knowing Bitorn, the fact that you were all magic-wielders certainly swayed his mind. He could have killed you and your friends, sustained himself on your life-force, and returned to the gathering to accomplish his ultimate goal." The Korg paused and smiled ironically. "However, together you proved too strong for him. Now he has realized he made a mistake. He will certainly waste no more time returning to the gathering." 

Savaron shrugged, half in frustration, half in anger. "Then what can we do?" he demanded.

"Nurse your friends back to health and go back to the Tir Samod as fast as you can. Kelene will need your help."

* * * * *

Far to the south of Moy Tura's highland, Kelene and Demira were continuing their flight across the Ramtharin Plains. They had traveled for hours the night before until Demira was too tired to safely continue. After a brief rest in the lee of a tall hill, they had gone aloft again at sunrise.

On Demira's back, Kelene watched the filly slowly flap her wings to lift higher to another air current. The horse tilted her long, black feathers ever so slightly, then glided on the warm, rising air. Kelene studied the filly's movements with delight. Demira had learned a great deal about the characteristics of her unusual wings and about her newfound relationship with the air. She flew now with an increasing grace and confidence.

Kelene relaxed on Demira's back and patted the filly's neck. She and Rafnir had been right about the advantages of flying above the terrain instead of struggling over it. Flying 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 beneath her in an endlessly changing panorama of patterns, colors, and shapes. Ordinary objects took on new reality when seen from high in the air. Trees became green spheres; eroded creek beds became serpentine trails; wildflowers, shrubs, and grasses became delicate patches of color that blended and swirled. Best of all were the dappled cloud shadows that soared across the land with silent, gentle grace.

Kelene was so entranced by the world below she did not notice the passage of time or Demira's increasingly labored breathing. They had reached the eastern slopes of the Himachals and had turned south when Demira finally called for a rest. She spiraled down to the ground, landing heavily, and stood wearily while Kelene dismounted.

I am sorry. I just cannot fly very well yet, Demira apologized.

The woman laughed softly and took the Hunnuli's muzzle in her hands. "Don't apologize for that! Do you know how far we've come? We have already passed Tomian's mound and the Citadel of Krath. We're somewhere near the Defile of Tor Wrath and the Isin River. My beautiful horse, be proud of yourself!" 

Demira nickered, a sound of gratitude and pleasure, and after a drink from a small creek, she and Kelene walked 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 Isin 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 almost everything they had. They ate some food and slept where they were on the bank of the Isin River.

They rose before the sun, cantering south in the early dawn light until the plains were bright with day and a fair breeze was blowing. Demira turned into the wind, increased her gait to a gallop, spread her huge wings, and soared into the morning. She was stiff from her exertion the day before, but sleep had refreshed her and the cool wind from the north helped lift her weight 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 fallen ill. If his sickness ran the normal 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 arrive at the gathering in one day, or they could be too late to save the Khulinin chieftain.

Late in the afternoon when the hot air currents were rising from the plains and the clouds were beginning to billow into the sky, Kelene spotted something in the distance near the river. She pointed it out to the Hunnuli, and Demira slowly glided down for a closer look.

"Oh, no," Kelene breathed. The dark blobs on the ground became more distinct and recognizable: five clan summer tents set up in a haphazard cluster under the thin shade of some cottonwood trees. Strangely, there seemed to be no animals and no people. There were only the tents sitting alone. Kelene hesitated. She was badly torn by the choice that had suddenly been thrust 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 valuable time?

Her healer's instincts 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 little camp. Several death birds flapped heavily out from between the tents and settled into the trees to wait.

Kelene reluctantly slid off Demira, her bag in her hand. "Hello, camp!" she yelled, but no one answered. The tents remained ominously silent while their felt walls twitched in the wind.

Kelene studied the place before she moved. There was no outward sign 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 halter hanging from one of the tent poles. But there were no animals and no people in sight.

It took all of Kelene's willpower to step away from Demira and walk 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 flap and saw two bodies lying on the pallets. The people had been dead for days and were so disfigured by decomposition and the teeth of scavengers that Kelene could not tell 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 clammy in spite of the heat, and her head felt dizzy. She made herself go to the next tent and the next, in the hope of finding someone still alive. But she was too late. She counted ten adults and three children dead in the hot, dusty tents. She almost 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 still 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 against Demira and buried her face in the filly's mane. She inhaled the warm smell of horse to try to rid her nose of the stench of death.

"They're all dead," she murmured into Demira's neck. "They must 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 clan 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 sight before settling back to their meal.

Through the long hours that followed, Kelene hung on to Demira and prayed for strength. 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 council 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 deal 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 real hope of a cure in her bag, but she was the only one at that moment who could use it, and the idea that she would have to treat hundreds of sick people alone was enough to start her shaking. There had to be a few healers still alive and a few more magic-wielders with the talent to heal. Maybe even Gabria.

Kelene rubbed Demira's sweaty neck, as much to encourage the filly as to comfort herself. All she had 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 alive. 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 so tired that each step became harder than the next and each flight became shorter. By the time early evening crept onto the plains, the little filly was exhausted.

"We're almost there," Kelene reassured her. "I see the hills that border the river valley."

Demira didn't answer. She pushed into a trot to the crest of a tall hill overlooking the valley of the Isin and Goldrine rivers and paused at the top. She and her rider looked down into the broad, green valley stretching 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 yellowish to be wood smoke and too concentrated to be a grass fire or an attack on the camps. The priests must still be burning incense to drive away the plague. Kelene took that as a positive sign.

Demira pricked up her ears. Her head lifted a little, and she snorted as if gathering herself for the last challenge. We have a good wind behind us. I think I can fly the rest of the way.

The clanswoman scratched the filly's shoulder where the white lightning mark gleamed gold in the light of the setting sun. "Your dam and sire will be proud of you," she whispered in Demira's black ear.

The Hunnuli turned back to face the wind and cantered down the slope of the hill. Without the wind and the aid of the smooth incline, Kelene doubted the struggling filly would have made it into the air. As it was, she was barely able to stay above the height of the trees when she winged slowly down the length of the valley.

Before long the land beneath them began to look more and more familiar. Kelene saw scattered herds of stock animals and horses peacefully grazing, apparently undisturbed by the devastation of their human masters. She saw the faint trail of the Induran race winding from the eastern hills and across the valley to the river. Then, Demira flew over the old empty Corin ground and the first of the clan camps.

Her heart in her throat, Kelene looked for signs of life.

Among the crowded tents of the Murjik clan, she saw a few people moving. Some cooking fires were burning and, thank the gods, she even saw the glittering helmet of a mounted guard on duty. The Murjik, at least, were managing their plight.

She heard a shout from the camp, and dogs started to bark, but she ignored the noise to watch Demira swing away from the river and begin a slow 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 clan. The council tent and its sick would have to wait until she had found Gabria and Athlone.

She was so 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 frantically and veered sideways as a spear flew by her legs. The sudden movement threw the filly off balance, and she struggled to right herself before her aching wings lost all control. Kelene fought to hold her place and stay as still 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 aim. "No!" she screamed. "It's me, Kelene! Don't shoot!" 

She was reaching into her mind for the words to a shielding spell when a large, black horse came hurtling past the dark tents and deliberately slammed into the warrior, knocking him to the dirt. His bow flew wildly out of his hands. Demira neighed again and to Kelene's everlasting delight, the filly was answered by her dam, Nara.

Slowly, painfully, Demira brought her bulk down from the sky to an open space not far from the prostrate warrior. She landed heavily, then staggered from exhaustion. It took the last of her strength to pull herself upright, but she forced her legs back under control and tucked her wings into place. For just a moment Demira and Kelene were still, too relieved and grateful for their safe arrival to stir. Kelene put her arms around the horse's neck and hugged her fiercely.

Nara came up then, nickering, and snorting. Demira, what have you done? the old mare demanded.

"She has come all the way from Moy Tura in just over two days," Kelene said proudly, sliding off Demira's back.

Just then a hand grabbed Kelene's arm and she was yanked around to face a frowning gray-bearded warrior and the polished edge of his unsheathed sword. The clanswoman grinned wearily at him, and his eyes widened.

"Kelene! By Surgart's shield, I 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 the filly "what 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, Nara's foal. Rafnir and I and the mother goddess gave her the gift of flight so we could bring help back to the clans." 

The warrior, a retired member of Lord Athlone'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 leagues in two days. It took a minute for the rest of Kelene's words to sink in. When he realized what she had said, he sucked in his breath. "You found a cure in the ruins!" without waiting for details, 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 keeping watch and doing two turns a day as outrider because so many of the warriors are sick or dead," Secen told her as he strode along. "Lord Athlone has worked like a slave holding the clans together, calming those who wanted to flee, organizing food and water, keeping everybody busy. I don't think we'd have made it this long without him. But he wore himself out and took sick three nights ago. I hope to all the gods that you can save him!" 

The warrior was hurrying so fast he broke into a jog along the worn trail. A few guards and some people out by their cooking fires heard the jangle of his weapons and looked over to see why Secen was hurrying. They recognized Kelene, and immediately the news began to spread through the Khulinin that the chieftain's daughter was back from Moy Tura.

Kelene hung on to her leather bag and hobbled as fast as she could after Secen. The thing that struck her the most while she walked was the pall of silence hanging over the camp. Usually the clan would be bustling by this time of the evening when the outriders changed duties, the women cooked around their fires, the families ate under their awnings, and the children played before nightfall. But that evening Kelene saw no more than twenty or thirty people among the tents, and those few were haggard and grim. There was no singing or music, laughter or loud talk. The only sound Kelene heard was the wailing of a grieving woman.

Smoke and the smell of death 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 flap behind them with red cords-the sign that an entire family had died. She was shocked to see at least ten more dwellings 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. The warrior 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 is still alive is 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 stamped 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 felt the hard outline of his bones. He said nothing to her as he escorted her to the tent, but she sensed his relief and hope like an embrace.

The tent flap was open, so she patted the stallion and stepped inside. It took her eyes some time to adjust to the gloom so she could see the interior. Her father must still be alive because she could hear his hoarse, wheezing struggle to breathe, yet there was no sign of her mother.

Kelene found a small lamp on her mother's table, lit it with a coal from the hot brazier, and looked toward the sleeping area. Her hand went to her mouth. Lord Athlone was lying on his pallet, loosely covered with a thin blanket. Even though Kelene had known what to expect, her father's condition was a shock. He was unconscious, drenched with sweat, and almost unrecognizable 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 resting on his chest. Eurus's thin condition had surprised Kelene, but Gabria's appearance wrenched a cry from her. Her mother was pale and haggard. Her fair face had sunk into deep shadowed hollows, and her normally lithe form was as thin as a tent pole. Kelene stumbled forward, afraid that Gabria was sick, too.

Her mother raised her head and blinked sleepily in the unexpected light.

"Kelene!" The glad cry was the sweetest sound the young clanswoman had ever heard. She fell to her knees and felt her mother's arms go around her in a very healthy 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. "You have had adventures to fill a tale," the sorceress said. Then the light died from her face and she brushed a finger over Lord Athlone's still 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 Gabria's wide eyes. Gabria recognized the red healing stone immediately, and she grew very still when she saw the small bundle of sparkling splinters. Silently she turned over Kelene's wrist and saw the faint ruby glow of the crystal 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 spelled to fight fevers," she explained. Taking her father's hand in her own, she gently laid the stone on his head. The brilliant 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 Athlone's skin, she dried his face and covered him with a dry, warm blanket before she would allow the first real ray of hope to gleam in her mind.

Kelene tucked the stone back into the tray. "We had to test these on Sayyed and Rafnir," she said quietly. "They were still alive when I left. I told Savaron to treat their swelling with poultices and their weakness and dehydration with tea."

Gabria barely nodded, her words overcome by bittersweet feelings of sadness, relief, and happiness. She examined the stones in their compartments and picked up the manuscripts to look through the pages.

"There is one recipe near the end for a restorative that might be good. I thought you should see it," Kelene said.

Gabria thoughtfully read the list of ingredients. Interested, she set about preparing the infusion in a pot of hot water on her brazier. The aroma of mint and other herbs filled the tent like a breath of spring air. As soon as the liquid was ready, Gabria mixed in honey and wine, poured the results into three cups, and handed one to Kelene.

"This looks like an excellent combination. Try it." She swallowed hers in several gulps and went to feed the contents of the third cup to Athlone.

Kelene gratefully drank hers to the dregs. The tart liquid warmed her all the way down to her stomach and spread invigorating energy to all 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 sleeping, and her mother was donning a clean tunic and gathering more herbs. "Tell me how the scones work," Gabria urged.

Kelene smiled. She could see Gabria was returning to her old self now that her husband was better and her daughter was home. The daunting task of healing every sick person in the clans did not seem to worry her. Hope had given her a full measure of determination 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 I can help you with the stones. I do not believe I have a talent like yours. My skill in healing is limited to herbs and bandages." She gathered her bundles. "Come. We'll start in the council tent." 

Kelene picked up her tray of stones and followed her mother outside, where the night had settled to full 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 I ought to warn you," Gabria said over her shoulder, "this pestilence has devastated our people. We could not keep up with it, let alone try to flee it. It has taken all of our strength and resources just to survive. The council grove has. . . changed." 

"I saw a little of that in the Watcher." Kelene paused before she asked the question that had been preying on her mind since she had arrived at the camp. "Is Lymira gone?" 

Gabria nodded without looking around. "And Coren and Gehlyn and Wer-tain Rejanir and Lord Koshyn and---" Her voice caught and she barely 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, a heavily 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 his arm. "Lord Athlone is still sick, but we think he will live, if he is allowed to rest." The smile that spread across the man's face was so brilliant Gabria responded with a smile of her own. "Now we all have work to do. I need you to find the Priestess Camra. Go with her, search the clan, and make a list of all the sick here in the camp. Kelene and I will be in the council grove, but we'll be back as soon 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 half 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 yellow smoke rising to the sky. In the night, the fires cast a ghastly glow on the rows and rows of tents that filled the grove and on the few people who moved slowly through the dancing shadows.

Kelene couldn't stifle a shudder. The scene looked like something from a hideous nightmare or Valorian's tale 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 sideways glance, but Kelene slowed down to stare at the area in 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 small, had been pitched everywhere with no thought to organization. Worst of all was the pitiful pile of bodies heaped near the council tent. This was far worse than she'd expected from the tiny images in the Watcher. She gritted her teeth and forced herself to keep moving through the wreckage of the plague.

She saw her mother disappear into the council tent and hurried to catch up. The tent's interior was much the same as Kelene remembered from the jewel. It was still 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 pallet, carefully helping 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 talking to three very tired-looking healers, so Kelene held on to her leather bag and bowed politely to Lord Fiergan.

He did not dither, but went straight to the point. "You found something in Moy Tura?" 

Kelene indicated her bag, not sure what to expect from the burly chief, who hated sorcery and had been against the journey to Moy Tura. "We found some healing stones. They are not an instant cure, but there are some that break fevers." 

Fiergan shot a glance at the woman he had left and back to Kelene. She was startled by the look of hope and relief in his dark, heavy-browed eyes. "I know there are others you must help first, but when you have time, will you see to my wife?" 

Kelene nodded, too surprised to speak. Lord Fiergan had asked her---a woman, a magic-wielder, and a Khulinin---to help? She noticed her mother was still talking to the healers, and she made a quick decision. 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 inclined to turn some of his energy and authority to helping organize the shambles in the council grove.

"Come on," she said, leading Fiergan back to the pallet. His wife been sick for only a day and was still 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 pallet watching Kelene; the entire tent was silent. The sorceress picked up her stone.  “She can rest now, Lord Fiergan.”

"Thank you," said the Reidhar chief with genuine gratitude.

"Lord Fiergan," said Gabria, who had seen the whole incident and understood her daughter's reason. "There is a young man in your camp named Alanar. Is he still alive?" 

Fiergan hesitated while he tried to think. "Yes," he finally growled. "He was yesterday." 

"Good. Then please bring him here." 

The chief bristled at Gabria's tone. Alanar, a magic-wielder, had left his clan against the chieftain's orders and studied sorcery with Gabria. When he returned to Reidhar Treld to try to talk some sense into Lord Fiergan, the chief had all but exiled him from the clan. "Why?" demanded Fiergan.

"I believe he might have a talent to heal like Kelene. With so few magic-wielders and healers left, we shall need all the help we can get," Gabria replied evenly.

Fiergan felt his wife's fingers slip into his hand, and his old resentments retreated a step. He realized this was no time to renew his animosity toward sorcery. "I'll get him myself," he agreed and stalked from the tent.

By the time Fiergan returned with Alanar, Kelene was taking her stones from one plague victim to the next, starting with two sick healers and working her way around the tent. As soon as Alanar arrived, she handed him a second Lion's Eye.

The young Reidhar gripped the stone in his long hands like a lifeline, but Kelene was pleased to see there was no fear or hesitation in his eyes. He knelt down with her beside a tall Ferganan girl barely out of childhood. Sweat 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 spell. To Kelene's relief, 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 delight.

They set to work in earnest then. With Gabria beside them working tirelessly to organize help and make tea and medicines, Kelene and Alanar moved methodically from tent to tent in the council grove, treating anyone who was sick.

As Kelene had hoped, Lord Fiergan marched himself into the effort. He found every chieftain who still lived and alerted them to what was happening. In just a few short hours, the rest of the surviving magic-wielders had come to help, and one older woman from the Wylfling clan surprised everyone by revealing a talent to heal. She joined Kelene and Alanar with the last Lion's Eye and calmly settled into the routine as if she had known all along she would be a healer.

Before long, the word that help had arrived spread; people came clamoring to the magic-wielders to come to their camps first. The situation could have gotten out of hand, but Lord Fiergan found warriors to escort the small party of healers and organized the healthy clanspeople into groups to find the most seriously ill victims for faster treatment.

Midnight came and went with few noticing it was late night. There was too much to do, too many sick to treat, too many living who felt the first stirrings of hope in days. The camps came alive 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 Gabria's tonic. Many others just watched in a welter of emotions while the clans crawled slowly 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 his tunic. "They're at the gathering." 

Sayyed slapped his knee. "That's it, then. We're leaving. Kelene is at the Tir Samod, and the wraith is right 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 him in bed and resting. Their insistence had worked for a while, but no longer. Although Sayyed was still weak, he was able to ride. Nothing was going to keep him from returning to the gathering. Rafnir glanced at Savaron and shrugged. Sayyed was already on his feet, 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 slowly 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. "There is little I could do to help. I will be here if you decide to come back." 

"Come back?" Morad snorted. "I 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 attention 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 galloped away from Moy Tura as if all the fury of Gormoth were at their heels.

* * * * *

Kelene, Alanar, and the Wylfling woman, Pena, finished with the patients in the council grove shortly after sunrise. They were about to move into the camps when there was a stir on the sacred island in the rivers and a group of priests came wading through the rapids to the grove.

A worn, thin, and weary priest came slowly up to Kelene and Gabria and bowed before them, leaning on his staff for support. The priests behind him were silent, but the clanspeople watching murmured in surprise. Ordan, the holy one, had never before accorded obvious respect to magic-wielders.

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 I must ask you something." He spoke to Kelene.

"We have seen strange visions in the smoke and felt 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 smile. "Do you know the name Bitorn?" she countered.

Ordan visibly paled. His eyelids lifted, and he straightened slowly. "We are aware of the name," he said warily.

"It was he who lay in the mound we opened. It was he who followed us all the way to Moy Tura to stop us from finding the help we so desperately needed. He is growing stronger, Priest Ordan, and I'm afraid he's coming back." 

Ordan couldn't have known all the details about Bitorn's imprisonment and his powers as a wraith, but he obviously 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 smiled. "The legends were right, Mother. He was a shapeshifter and a very sad, old man. He and Bitorn were sworn enemies." 

"Gods above!" Gabria exclaimed.

Ordan made no further comment about the wraith. He only said, "We shall have to talk of this later." Then he and the remaining priests and priestesses rolled up the sleeves of their robes and joined the work.

By late afternoon Kelene and her two companions had attended to the worst cases in the eleven camps. Bone-tired, they stopped long enough to sleep and eat, and by nightfall they were again visiting the clans 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 reliably effectual. A few new cases of the plague appeared around the camps, but not in the previous uncontrollable numbers. Slowly and surely the plague was losing its grip on the clans.

Activity in the clan 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 first and most distressing 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 Tajan told Kelene that afternoon while she aided the sick in the Jehanan camp. "Sorh knows how many people have actually died. We've burned them and buried them and piled them in the meadow and left them in their tents. Some crawled away to die, and a few even threw themselves in the river." 

Kelene looked alarmed. She hadn't had time to think about anything other than the sick, and now she realized the clans had to get busy on something else very important. "The bodies should be removed immediately!" Kelene told the chief.

"Piers told me a long time ago that bodies left 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 funeral pyres had burned was filled with wrapped bodies. While most of the people went to their beds for the first good night's sleep in days, the priests began the dismal task of compiling the sobering tallies.

At noon the next day the surviving clanspeople gathered in the meadow to make their final farewells 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 mail of the honor guard from each clan and gleamed on the colored banners. Its bright beams streamed into the huge pit that lay at the clans' feet, filling it with warmth and light for the very last time.

The pit had been a joint effort of every clan. Excavated with magic and dug with shovels, knives, and even bare hands, it represented the last effort made for all the fathers, mothers, sons, and daughters that had died. In its cavity were the ashes from previous funeral 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 climbed 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 clan chieftains, Lords Morbiar, Koshyn, Maxin, Dormar, and Gerrand have died. The healers and the magic-wielders who worked so hard to help our people lost half of their numbers---ten healers and fifteen magic-wielders."

A sad, angry silence filled the meadow as the dreadful list went on. Ordan read the numbers of visiting merchants who had died, of the clanspeople who had secretly fled and were missing, and of the members of each clan that had succumbed to the dreadful pestilence. When he was through, the total rang like a clap of thunder in their ears. Over three thousand warriors, sorcerers, midwives, healers, 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 daily 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, weather, accidents, age, and common illness were all faced and taken for granted.

But this plague was an unknown, unseen adversary that had struck three thousand people while the clans had stood by and helplessly 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 fall of Moy Tura had so many people died all at once, and even in that horrible slaughter there had been a visible enemy wielding very real swords.

A slow 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 normality. But the anger ran deep, and the clanspeople wanted to strike out at someone, or something, for all the pain and loss and despair they had suffered.

Lord Athlone understood that reaction well. He had lost his youngest son, his daughter, two very dear friends, and more kin and clansfolk than he cared to think about. Still weak and barely 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 quietly.

Athlone, his face and neck stiff with healing sores, returned the bow and replied, "Then together we must put it right." 

They stood side by side, the priest and the sorcerer, and faced their people. Loudly, and hiding nothing, Athlone and Ordan gave the clanspeople an enemy to blame. They told the gathered clans everything about the sealed burial mound and its undead occupant, how he had been released, and how the plague had sprung from his cruelty.

Just as they were finishing their 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 burst out in surprised cries and fingers pointed. No one had seen Demira since her arrival two days before. Rumors of her altered appearance had run rife through the gathering, but this was the first time everyone had been able to observe her.

Shouting and pushing for a better look, 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 wings in a gentle curve for all to see.

Kelene sat quietly. As soon as the crowd had calmed a little, she urged the Hunnuli to climb halfway 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 wraith. She spoke of the Korg, the healing stones, and Demira's wings. And last of all she warned of the dead priest's history, his power, and his terrible danger.

The telling was long, but the clanspeople were so enraptured by the story they did not seem to mind the heat, 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 trust lately, brought the truth home more effectively than anything he could have said or done.

"I wanted to tell you all of this today," Kelene finished, "so you would know the full story of this disaster that stole so many lives. It is my belief 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 pestilence killed magic-wielders, yes, but it struck mercilessly into our people, destroying everyone it touched. This is not just a problem for magic-wielders to solve, it is a crisis for all of us." 

Lord Athlone looked out over the crowd and saw by the darkening expressions that the warning had not been lost. Satisfied, he, Ordan, Kelene, and Demira withdrew from their places and bega'n the final burial.

The clanspeople were pensive while they piled the earth back over the grave and shaped it into an oblong mound. The Plague Mound, as it was always called thereafter, was crowned with a ring of spears and seeded with wildflowers to make a fitting tribute to the dead. Afterward the clanspeople returned to their many tasks, but what they had heard at the burial stuck in their thoughts and stoked their anger like a hot wind. Everywhere, in all eleven clans, people were talking of little but the wraith and his return. There was no mention of leaving the gathering, only of vengeance.

Later that evening, while the clans settled down for the night, Gabria and Kelene slowly walked through the council grove on their way back to the Khulinin camp. Kelene was so weary her crippled foot would barely hold her weight, and she had to lean on her mother's arm. Never had Kelene worked so hard for such a long time and never had she expended so much strength wielding magic. The days of struggling to save the clanspeople had paid off, but the effort had left her totally drained. When Gabria finally insisted that she go home to sleep, Kelene had to agree.

Gratefully, 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 council grove had virtually dissipated, and a fresh breeze blew from the west. The air smelled of familiar things again: dust, animals, dry grass, the rivers. It was a combination Kelene savored as never before.

She was still enjoying the breeze when she felt her mother stiffen. Kelene stopped. "What is it?" she asked.

Gabria was frowning. "I don't know. I felt something odd." 

"Like what?" 

"I'm not sure. This happened when you and the others left for May Tura. I felt a lightening, as if a dread had left me. But this time. . . a feeling of dread has come back. It's very vague, but," she said, shivering, "I feel 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 hasn't returned." 

Kelene groaned. "I hope your feeling is something else." 

"I know. The clans are hardly ready to fight him. Perhaps I am only tired from today's burial. I finally had a chance to say good-bye to Coren and Lymira." 

Kelene's grip tightened around her mother's arm. The day had been traumatic for both her parents and herself. Maybe tomorrow---after a good night's sleep---they would all feel stronger. Then, Kelene decided, she would take Demira on a few flights to see if she could find any sign of the wraith or Sayyed's party. She had a sense that Gabria's feeling of dread was more than exhausted grief.

* * * * *

"Father'" Kelene's excited voice floated over the council grove, catching everyone's attention. Lord Athlone and the men with him watched in wonder while Demira and her rider circled over the grove and dropped down for a landing outside the trees.

Lord Athlone still could not quite believe what his daughter had wrought, or the new cloak of maturity she wore with such aplomb. He watched in ill-concealed pride as she slid off her horse and came limping into the grove. 

"I found them," she called 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 all over the gathering. It had only been one day since the mass burial, but in that time the tents, trash, and debris had been cleared away and burned, and the remaining sick were recuperating in their camps or in the council tent.

Kelene barely finished her greetings to the chieftains and turned back to her father. "Sayyed and Rafnir are almost recovered. They left Moy Tura two days ago." She was smiling, still warm from the pleasure of seeing Rafnir and the others. She and Demira had been making reconnaissance flights all day to look for the wraith, missing clanspeople, or Sayyed's party. She had found the men late that afternoon cantering south along the Isin River.

"There is some bad news, though," she continued. "Savaron told me Bitorn left the city six days ago. He may be here already." 

Lord Terod paled. The young chief of Clan Amnok was still weak from his bout of the plague and he wanted no part of any more trouble. "Well, 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 all the way to Moy Tura just because we were magic-wielders and were looking for ways to stop his plague. His hatred is fanatical. He will be back if only to reclaim his body." She snapped her fingers. "That was something Sayyed suggested, Father. Take Bitorn's body out of the mound and find a way to destroy it. A few people are still dying, so the wraith may be able to steal 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 all over again?" 

"There is a chance of that," Athlone agreed, "but this time we have the healers' stones to fight it. Killing Bitorn is worth any risk." 

Lord Fiergan shook his head in disgust, whether at Terod or at the prospect of entering the mound again Kelene didn't know. "I'll go with you," he said. "I want to see the end of that gorthling spawn once and for all." 

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 burial mound lay. His eyes were transfixed 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 I see that we will have to use that cooperation in fighting the wraith, or we are the ones who will be destroyed." 

Even Lord Fiergan 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 facing the wraith in the black confines of his burial chamber. Athlone didn't mind putting off the trip until the next day. He was not completely recovered from the debilitating fever, and he wanted to be rested and strong when he began his offensive against the killer of his children and his clan.

As it 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 Tajan brought several hearthguard warriors each, and Ordan came with two assistants, an incense burner, and a jar 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 his humor and his steady courage to keep her company. She halfexpected to see Bitorn standing by his grave ready to welcome them, but the mound and the box canyon were empty.

The party of riders halted in a tight cluster by the mound and sat staring at it, half afraid to dismount. The grave looked much the same.as it had that day so long ago when the young clansmen came to restore the dirt. Its earthen walls looked innocuous; there was nothing in the shape or composition of the mound to warn against its deadly contents.

The men reluctantly dismounted, bracing themselves to face an unpleasant task. Kelene stayed on her horse. She was very cold in spite of the sun's warmth, 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 walk 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 Tajan say. Nervousness made his voice loud enough for Kelene to hear him clearly.

"They said they did," Athlone replied.

Kelene could not see the men or the entrance from where she was sitting 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 silence.

Kelene strained upward on the filly's back, every sense taut with tension. "Father?" she called worriedly.

Almost at once Lord Athlone came bolting around the side of the mound, the other men fast on his heels. His face was white under the healing sores, and his expression was a twist of fear and fury.

"The body's gone'" he shouted to Kelene. "The wraith was already here. Go back to the gathering. Warn your mother." 

Demira turned on her heels at his last words and galloped out of the canyon into the defile. Kelene clung tightly to her back, letting the filly find her own way over the rocky, uneven ground. She didn't hear the pounding of Demira's hooves echoing around her or see the high rock walls and the strip of blue overhead. All Kelene heard over and over in her mind was Athlone's warning, "The wraith was already here!" All she could see in her mind was an image of Bitorn gloating over her mother's dead body.

The thudding echo of hoofbeats died away, the light increased, and Kelene looked up to see the mouth of the canyon. Demira sped forward along 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 valley toward the Tir Samod.

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

The camps were in plain view when Kelene saw columns of smoke rising from the edge of the Khulinin camp. It was not the yellowish smoke of incense this time, but the blacker, more scattered plumes of smoke from burning tents. The wraith was already 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 business.

But that changed an instant later.

The special blaring call chosen by the chiefs in 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 burst into action. From her vantage point above the valley, Kelene saw people from all the other camps swarm toward the Khulinin tents. Sunlight glinted on weapons of every description, and an angry rumble rose on the air from hundreds of voices. The enemy had come at last, and the rage and grief that had been festering in the clan survivors came to a boiling head.

Kelene's heart was thudding, and her stomach lurched into her throat as Demira dropped again 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 rejuvenated his physical form to its previous health and vitality. His body was solid and muscular; his dark red robes swirled about his legs. He looked like any mortal man walking 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 stallion's mane around his cruel, arrogant face. Only the red phosphorescent light was gone, replaced by' the light of a flaming torch he held in one hand. He thrust 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 staff of Sorh's priests, which he wielded against 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 being 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 deliberate.

Just 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 explosion 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 against his body.

Many other clanspeople had arrived by that time, and they gathered in ever increasing numbers around the center of the camp, staring at the priest in horrified awe. Two more magic-wielders, Alanar and another young man, ran to Gabria and joined their attack to hers. And still the priest did nothing but laugh his scorn.

So far Bitorn had not seen Kelene, and she took advantage of his distraction to unsheathe her small dagger. Forcing her mind to relax, she formed a transformation spell and used the magic to change her dagger into a spear. Just as she was about to throw it, though, Bitorn dropped his staff and began to grow taller.

Kelene felt her mouth drop open. She had seen him increase his size 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 spell, he doubled in size. A few moments later, he doubled his size again and loomed over Gabria, his huge hands reaching for her.

Kelene yelled 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 bellowed, and his great hand swung out toward Demira. The filly swerved toward him and swooped under his swinging arm, away from his bunched fist. Frantically, Demira darted behind him and soared out of his sight behind the column of smoke from the burning tents.

Breathing a sigh of relief, Kelene risked a glance to the east and saw a parey of riders galloping across the valley. Lord Athlone was on the way.

Two more magic-wielders mounted on their Hunnuli had joined Gabria by then, and the small group had retreated to the highest point of the clearing, right beside the chieftain's tent. Bitorn turned his attention back to them.

He wrapped his hand around a young tree, snapped it off at 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 instead 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-wielder against his horse and crushed them both to che ground, killing them instantly. "That's one!" he shouted to Gabria.

Nara screamed her rage, and her cry was taken up by all the Hunnuli in the gathering. Every magic-wielder left in the camps mounted cheir horses and came in response to Nara's challenge.

Some of the Khulinin warriors led by Secen formed a line, raised their bows, and fired a swarm of arrows at Bitorn. He swatted the shafts away like gnats, then reached behind his back and pulled our Kelene's spear. Already the blood was dry and the wound was healing.

"Puling mortals!" the priest bellowed in a voice that shook the camp. "Down on your knees before me and give thanks that I have come to release you from the evil of sorcery." 

"You're not our master," Secen shouted back. "We don't want you here!" 

Bitorn took several 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. I will deal with you later. Now I must fulfill my sacred vow to the gods." He bent toward the cluster of magic-wielders, his face gloating. "I have waiced long, but the gods at last have called me to my duty." 

It was Gabria who laughed then. "You're not a servant of the gods, Bitorn, you're only a vicious, selfish brute who should have died in your own time." 

"Profaner!" he screamed. His staff crashed down, only to ricochet off a dome of shimmering red energy. Gabria and the magic-wielders with her stood together beneath the shield and held it with all of their combined power.

The priest, yelling in rage, tried again and again to smash the dome with his staff. He stamped and roared around the shield, flattening tents and scattering people in all directions, and still the little group beneath the dome withstood his efforts.

Kelene, though, knew how much strength it took to hold a shield like that, and she realized 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 Realm of the Dead, Commander of the Harbingers, Ruler of Gormoth, and Reaper of Souls, I command you to hold!" 

Bitorn hesitated out of sheer surprise. The force of old habits stirred in his mind, and he slowly lowered his staff. "Who dares speak to me of Lord Sorh?" 

"I do!" Priest Ordan stepped from the crowd in a position that forced Bitorn to turn around. Unseen by the grim giant, Athlone and Eurus slipped into the clearing and joined Gabria.

"Fool!" Bitorn hissed to Ordan. "How can a doddering old bootlicker know more of Lord Sorh than I?" 

Ordan glared ferociously, his white eyebrows lowered in annoyance. "I know he is angry! You have betrayed his trust, priest! You slaughtered innocent people to feed your own greed for life. You have flung your arrogance in the god's face by refusing your own death. You must die, Bitorn, before the god wreaks his awful vengeance on your eternal soul!" The old priest marched up to the towering man, snatched Bitorn's priestly staff from the ground, and broke it at the man's feet.

There was not even a flicker of fear or hesitation 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 mine! The evil of magic will be destroyed once and fot all!"

"Not this time!" Lord Fiergan's voice roared out. The big chieftain kicked his horse forward and rode between the fallen 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 lovers!" 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 all fallen into the pits of deceit and wickedness?" 

An eloquent silence met his question. Then, suddenly Fiergan raised his sword and bellowed the Reidhar war cry. It was answered by over a thousand voices from every clan in a tremendous roar that shattered the afternoon and swept down the valley 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-wielders with them dissolved their shield and loosed a furious barrage of magic at the priest's chest. Demira glided out of the smoke, and her rider added her own bolts to the intense assault.

Bitorn staggered under the combined blows, and Fiergan and the clan warriors leaped in with spears, swords, and battle-axes. They slashed at the backs of the priest's knees and ankles in an effort to cut his tendons and bring him down. His blood spattered the ground and the warriors.

The pain and the magic enraged Bitorn into a frenzy. Screaming incoherent oaths, he swung his staff right and left at the warriors swarming around him. He crushed three Khulinin warriors underfoot and trampled more until the men were forced away. Bitorn stood back and looked wildly around for the next target.

His eyes caught sight of Demira flying ovethead. Before Kelene 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 size once again. All at once he was as tall as a cottonwood tree, and his hand shot out and grabbed the filly in midair.

Kelene screamed as she felt the merciless fingers close around them. A thick, heavy pressure surrounded her and pressed her down onto Demira's neck. The filly, neighing in fright, struggled desperately to escape the cruel grip.

Kelene knew she had to do something fast before Bitorn crushed them like he would a fly, but before she could initiate a spell, something odd began to happen. Without conscious direction, her empathic talent began to sense the priest's emotions. The sensations were faint at first, then as the mental channel strengthened, the full force of his feelings hit her like a storm. Rage was the strongest, a tempestuous, uncontrollable rage that buffeted her with maniacal strength. Underneath that was hatred and contempt like two poisonous twins, and somewhere, buried in the maelstrom, was a little thread of fear.

The last one surprised Kelene. What did Bitorn have to be afraid of from a bunch of weak, half-sick, ovetworked magic-wielders and a mob of people one-eighth his size? 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 simple truth. She knew from the Korg that the life-force energy was similar to magic, but she hadn't realized that Bitorn, like a magic-wielder, could only use as much power as his own strength would allow. Since the dying had all but stopped at the gathering, the wraith had been unable to go to his burial mound and rejoin his body until just a short while ago. The union had taken a great deal of his strength. He was still comparatively weak to handle the vast amounts of energy he needed to attack the magic-wielders and all eleven clans. That was why he was taking action that was more defensive than offensive. He didn't have enough strength to deal with such a large number of people. Maybe he hadn't expected so many to come after him, or perhaps his blind anger simply wouldn't let him wait until he was stronger. Whatever his reasons, Kelene knew he was overextending his power.

She only had a moment or two to sift 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 tell her parents.

Desperately Kelene shaped a spell to form a shield around herself 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 furiously. He brought both hands around his prey and tried to crush them in his fingers. Kelene closed her eyes, gritted her teeth, and held on to her spell with all her might. She and Demira could hardly breathe beneath the shell and the heavy weight of the giant's hand. Kelene gasped for air. She grew dizzy and feared she might black out and lose control of her spell.

Then all at once Bitorn let go of her with one hand and began to swing his staff again. Kelene opened her eyes and saw on the ground below that the clan warriors led by Lord Fiergan and Sha Tajan had renewed their attack on the priest.

Kelene breathed a prayer of thanks for the distraction.

Bitorn still had one hand wrapped around Demira, but he was too busy defending himself to turn his attention back to his prisoners. Kelene rapidly formed another spell. In a flash of motion, she dissolved her shield and sent a white-hot bolt of fire into Bitorn's palm.

The priest yelled 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 shrill neigh and Kelene's scream blended into one cry of terror.

The young sorceress thought she heard a familiar voice call her name, but it was lost in the sickening, tumbling fall 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 air that formed beneath and caught Demira just before she and Kelene smashed into the ground. She bounced once on the invisible cushion and settled slowly on her side to the earth just a few steps away from the group of magic-wielders.

Demira scrambled to her feet, shaken and ruffled but unhurt, and a hand was thrust out to Kelene to help her stand. It took a heartbeat before she realized the hand was Rafnir's. She was on her feet and in his arms before her heart had a chance to beat again. Savaron was there, too, on his exhausted Hunnuli, and Sayyed, looking wan but alive with his white cat on his shoulder, and Morad, dusty and tired. They had to have ridden like Turic raiders to get there so soon. Kelene hugged them all, happier than she had ever been.

"I learned that spell from you," Rafnir whispered in her ear, and he showed her the diamond splinter under his wrist.

Kelene kissed him delightedly. 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 at his lower body. Kelene hoped she had a minute or two to talk before he turned his attention back to the magic-wielders. "I have an idea," she told her parents, explaining about her probe into Bitorn's mind. "The Korg said the life-force is similar to magic. As long as people die, there is all the life-force Bitorn needs. But he can only use so much energy before he starts to tire." 

"He's not showing much sign of that," Rafnir said dryly.

"So let's help him along," Kelene cried. "If the life-force is similar enough to magic, maybe we could try drawing his strength out of him. Perhaps we could weaken 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. "Tell Priest Ordan we need a distraction that will keep Bitorn's attention for a short time, and have Lord Fiergan pull his men back." 

Secen obeyed with alacrity, 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, signaling the warriors attacking Bitorn to fall back. A wide circle opened up around the huge man, and for the space of several moments the gathering fell quiet.

Bitorn stood in the center of the space. He was panting and bleeding from several gashes on his legs. He stared at the surrounding people with utter contempt.

Then, along the edge of the crowd, came the priests of Sorh from every clan. Robed in dark red and grim in visage, they formed a ring around the giant man. Ordan stood before Bitorn and raised his black staff 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 that?" Kelene asked, startled. A person's holy calling was granted by the gods and was not usually taken away by men.

"Sometimes," her mother replied. "In extreme cases." 

Bitorn recognized the ancient chant, too, and he stood still, scarcely believing what he was hearing. "No!" he bellowed. "You won't do this to me!" 

Athlone nodded to his family. Around them, the magic-wielders were all together at last. There were only sixteen left, and half of them were not fully trained. But they all knew how to attract power, and their determination made up for their lack of skill. As one, they focused their inherent talents on the priest and began to pull out his energy.

Bitorn did not recognize their ploy at first; he was too intent on the ring of priests and their inexorable chant. He raised his staff like a club and took a step toward Ordan. Suddenly he staggered. Only then did he realize what the magic-wielders were doing. Furiously he struggled to fight the drain on his power before he lost all control. He was successful at first and was able to back away from the group of magic-wielders. But he hadn't gone more than a few steps when he put his hands to his head and swayed. He bellowed his fury, his angular face red and ugly with twisted hate.

Still the magic-wielders pulled at him, stripping him of the energy he had stolen from their own dying people. His gigantic body started to shrink.

Lord Fiergan, Lord Sha Tajan, and the other chiefs and warriors saw his growing weakness. They edged into the circle and sprang in to attack. A handful of Khulinin men feinted to the priest's right. As he swung 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 his weight.

The priest screamed, almost desperately, and struggled away from the Reidhar 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 almost back to his normal height when he turned to see Priest Ordan. Their eyes met, and the mask of hate and arrogance fell away from Bitorn's face, leaving only terror behind. He stared in appeal at Ordan's implacable expression, but the old Priest of Sorh only lifted a hand to his priests. The circle of men shouted in unison and pointed their staffs to the sky.

"Your priesthood is finished, Bitorn!" Ordan shouted. "You are no longer a servant of Lord Sorh. Prepare to meet your master. "

A wail 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 striking distance swatmed over Bitorn's body, hacking, slashing, and stabbing the priest to bloody shreds. He screamed once before his voice was cut off to a gagging wheeze and then to silence. His body sagged to the ground. 

Satisfied, the men drew back from the corpse, but they had barely lowered their weapons when a red phosphorescence began to glow just above the priest's remains.

Kelene'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 physical body, but they still had to control his soul. The wraith coalesced before their eyes, his tall form glowing with the sickly red light.

"You cannot be rid of me that easily," he hissed.

At that moment the Hunnuli horses raised their heads, their ears pricked forward. Riders come! Eurus neighed.

The magic-wielders were startled. Riders?

A tremor shook the wraith, and he wavered as if blasted by a powerful gust of wind.

The young clanspeople heard it next---a muted pounding of hoofbeats from some far distance. The sound grew louder and more distinct, and soon everyone heard it. Heads turned, eyes searched, yet the noise had no direction or obvious source.

Ordan saw them first, five riders on pale horses coming out of a curtain of mist in the blue afternoon sky. "They come! They come!" he cried and flung himself prostrate to the ground.

The wraith screeched in terror.

Every face turned to the sky, and even though no living mortal had ever seen their forms, every single person there recognized the five riders. They had been described once by Valorian, who had ridden in their midst and returned to life.

They were the Harbingers, the messengers of Sorh who came to escort souls to the realm of the dead.

The clanspeople froze in their places. There was no sound in the camp except for a dull clang when Fiergan's sword fell from his nerveless fingers.

Shining white in the sun, the Harbingers rode their shimmering steeds down the sky and came to a stop on the mortal earth just in front of Bitorn. They were huge, clothed like warriors in polished mail and armor. Brilliant helms covered their faces.

Bitorn quailed before the riders' silent scrutiny.

"Know this!" 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 Valorian's children is finished!" 

"No!" shrieked Bitorn in one last attempt to have his way. "They are evil. They are a profanity. They must not be allowed to live!" 

The Harbinger lifted a finger. "Come. This time you cannot escape Lord Sorh." 

"No!" Bitorn screamed. He rose up to flee, but the white rider raised his hand. A bolt of shining energy flew from his palm and caught the wraith. The power wrapped around him like a rope and trapped his sickly red glow within a bond of white light.

The five riders swiftly surrounded him. They cantered their steeds up into the sky, dragging the soul in their midst.

The clanspeople watched them go until the last flicker of light faded from sight and the Harbingers vanished into the curtain of mist that bordered the mortal realm and the realm of the dead. Only then did the clans know the ordeal was over.

Out of the group of magic-wielders Lord Athlone made his way across the shambles of the clearing to help Priest Ordan to his feet. "That was incredible," Athlone said. "Did you know the Harbingers were coming?" 

Ordan's mouth jerked up in an odd smile. "I hoped they would, but I never expected to see them." He was about to add more when Fiergan and Sha Tajan hurried over to meet them.

"What happened?" Sha Tajan cried. "I thought Bitorn was too strong to submit to the Harbingers." 

"He had no choice this time," Ordan told him. "When the priests, the magic-wielders, and the c1anspeople turned against him, he lost everything." 

Fiergan 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 said quietly. "The days of enmity are over." He looked pointedly at the three chiefs. "The gods have spoken that all may hear." 

Lord Fiergan slowly turned. He looked at the dead bodies, the trampled and burning clan tents, and the bloody remains of Bitorn. He watched Kelene 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 last of all he studied Lord Athlone from head to boot and everything in between that he had once loathed.

Deliberately the Reidhar chief stuck out his fist to Lord Athlone in the salute of one chieftain to another. "Looks like we have a lot of work to do," he said to the sorcerer lord.

EPILOGUE

A cool, windy day in the ninth month of the clan calendar brought a party of riders to the ruins of Moy Tura. A gold banner flew at their head, signifying that the Khulinin lord was in their midst. Overhead soared a black Hunnuli on long, broad wings who glided ahead of the party and came down to land just outside the city's southern gate.

The Korg walked 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.

Eyes twinkling, he bowed low to them. "It is an honor, Lord Athlone and Lady Gabria, to welcome you to Moy Tura." He took his visitors on a tour of the ruins, including 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, sipping wine and relaxing in the late-day peace, the Korg smiled at Rafnir and Kelene. "I do not need to ask if you two have made your betrothal vows. It is written all over you." 

Kelene's face warmed with pleasure. "We will be joined during the Birthright next spring." She paused and put her hand in Rafnir's. "If it is all right, we'd like to come back here for a while. I want to study the healers' room and learn all I 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 a little wary. "What do you think about rebuilding the city?" 

Gabria could only stare, and Athlone's mouth went slack. "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 city walls, reconstruct the buildings, begin teaching magic-wielders here again. But this time we will make the city open and accessible to anyone." 

Lord Athlone shook his head at his daughter's unexpected enthusiasm. "Rafnir, did you know about this?" 

The young sorcerer nodded, grinning. "We've talked about this for days. I 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." 

Kelene's and Rafnir's eyes met. "We know," she said. "It is only a beginning." 

By the gods, Gabria thought to herself, 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 wrist. "By Amara and her gift to her chosen p.eople, I give you my blessing, daughter. Live and prosper in this city and bring it to new life." Then she rook Kelene into her arms and sealed her words with a proud embrace.

And so in the ancient city of Moy Tura, what was ended began again.

