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Felde looked down at the ruddy puddle in the snow, admiring
the pattern the frozen red crystals made. Appalled at finding
beauty in Tamar’s iced blood, when she lay dead not ten feet
away, Felde began to walk. Tamar was the tenth person in her
border patrol to die. By the Old One, they were only an hour
from home. Would any of them make it back to Sharoon Keep
alive, short one horse and with death stalking them?
She glanced at the unconscious prisoner, visually checking his
bonds. His feet were securely tied to the saddle stirrups. With his
~body slumped, face buried in the horse’s mane, it was hard to see
his bound hands. Felde wondered if her father would consider
him worth the price. Lord Alesanfar wanted a live Alizon to
question. Felde was not sure what she was bringing him.
Who was this man that his Alizon companions fought to the
death to protect him? Obviously not their prisoner for he had
* fought alongside them, using Power against her border patrol.
Until now no one Alizonian had been known to possess the
Gift of Power. Only a lucky blow had knocked him uncon-
scious. Toward the end of the skirmish the Alizon leader had
tried to kill him, rather than let him fall into their hands.
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Though the Alizonian wore the outer guise of humanity,
their essence was completely alien to mankind. All humans
experienced total revulsion in their presence. Then why did
she not feel that when near the prisoner? What was he? A
half-breed? What woman could lie with one of the hated non-
humans and not die before giving birth to that unnatural meld-
ing?

Questions. They danced in her head, nearly driving her mad.
She did not have answers. At the moment all Felde wanted was
to get her hands on this four-footed fellow warrior.

That hell-spawned bitch had tracked them for the past six
days, trying to free its master. Eleven horses and ten men the
hound had killed. It seemed deathless, like one of the undead
wrapped in tattered shades of Power. The border patrol had
named it Ghost, and not until Felde saw the wounds that they
dealt to the great white dog appear on their prisoner did she
_ understand. The Alizonian wizard was not unconscious, but in
a trance that allowed him to take on the wounds of the hound
and then heal them both.

She set her feet down hard as if she could pound anger and
grief out through the heels of her boots. Rage and grief were
doors through which the Dark Onmes could find entrance.
Within her, her Gift for the Power roiled and strained to be
unleashed. Felde was deeply troubled. Her distress grew when
as she walked past the prisoner, again the talisman she wore
beneath her clothing changed size and grew warm. It was the
sudden awakening of the talisman that had drawn her and the
border patrol to him and the hidden Alizonian war band.

Several years ago she had found the talisman in the ruins ofa
place of the Old Ones. Though she had tried many times to use
it, the force within it slept. All these years she had sought the
key that would awaken it. Now the thing would not be still, but
constantly shifted, phasing into different sizes and weights as if
stretching itself after a long sleep. She wanted to deny the
truth, to shout, NO, the wizard cannot be the key, but could not
lie to herself. He was. Also he was the enemy. So Felde tamped
down the Power within, afraid of what would happen if she
used it.

“Mount up,” she called out. The snow was beginning to fall
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wanted more, she put the bottle back and pulled out a strip of
jerked salmon. She needed the long-term energy it would pro-
vide.

Late afternoon the sky cleared, except for a few fast-moving
clouds. Sunlight reflected off the snow in a sparkle of mirror-
bright colors giving the muffled land a sensuous look that
burned the eyes. She cupped a hand over her brow and
scanned the area. She was at the westernmost tip of the valley
that was Min’s Hold. No one human lived there. The land was
barren, riddled with boulders and funneled into a boxlike can-
yon surrounded by granite walls. She reined the horse into the
canyon. Wind pushed at her back, whipped the horse’s tail
against her thigh. Constant gusts and cross-currents blew snow
across the hard ground until it danced on the surface like
white sand.

Felde slid to the ground and led the horse to a pair of boul-
ders that formed a V-shaped windbreak. In the bag of supplies
was some grain. She poured some onto a flat stone. The horse
lipped at it and she knotted the reins, then let them fall free.
The well-trained horse would stay here while she traveled the
rest of the way on foot. The rugged land presented dangerous
footing for a horse.

Her inner tension grew as she came closer to the Old One,
Min of the Nine Words. The blood coursing through the path-
ways of her body thrummed with an anticipatory beat. Over her
heart the talisman quivered.

Despite the cold, beads of sweat formed on her upper lip.
Felde pulled the scarf up over her nose to prevent it from freez-
ing. She couldn’t afford frostbite now.

It wasn’t just the confrontation with the Ghost and the Alizo-
nian that disturbed her, but coming face-to-face with the em-
bodiment of pure Power—Min. She was not Min’s hand-
maiden, though the one who taught her how to use the Power
was—Mag’ra the wise woman, channel for the Power of the
Nine Words.

Felde had grieved, angry that she was not chosen to become
the next wise woman. The Old One had given to Zaya, one
with a lesser Gift than she, the use of Min’s Nine Words.
Mag’ra had comforted her, saying her destiny lay elsewhere.






