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“May your feet be swift, your sword true, and your way safe.”

— The traditional farewell between Nevaen Warriors.

“...I wish I knew not, as a Woman of Power , those things I was unaware of as a powerless child.” 

—Areenna of Freemorn, musings.
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PROLOGUE
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AREENNA AWOKE AN hour before daybreak. Turning on her silks, she stretched out her arm to Mikaal but found his silks empty. She reached out with her mind. 

Here, he responded.

Closing her eyes, she joined with him. He stood at the edge of the plateau looking west. Rising, Areenna walked to him. Charka was next to him, the kraal’s head pressed to Mikaal’s arm. Gaalrie was perched on Charka’s saddle. 

She took his hand. As always, the spark leapt between their palms when they touched, and a rush of warmth spread through her. “We are almost done.” 

“Yet so much is still before us,” Mikaal replied.

She searched his face. A strange feeling settled over her. There was a heaviness wrapped around Mikaal. It took her a moment to understand the doubt she sensed was the weight of Nevaeh’s future pressing upon him. “It matters not, as long as we do it together.”

“What comes next will be hard.”

Areenna gave a short laugh. “How else could it be?” Her smile reversed, the corners of her mouth tugging downward. She stared deeply into his eyes. We have changed again.

We have. We are closer.

We are one, she corrected.

Almost.

She closed the few inches that separated them, slipped her arms around him even as he did the same with her. Their mouths met and their minds joined. The kiss deepened into something far more than a simple kiss. When it ended and Areenna drew back, her breath came in short spurts, which matched the sudden pounding of her heart. She could not help but feel the thundering of his blood as well. 

“Soon,” she whispered. 

He nodded, his eyes never leaving her face. He stepped back, breaking the embrace. 

“So much is expected,” Mikaal said. “So many have pinned their hopes on you.”

The heaviness spread through her. “On us.”

“No, Areenna, on you. It has always been you.”

Her brows furrowed as she studied him. “What bothers you?” 

He looked out at the sea. “The future. The Eight of the Island, Master Jalil, and The Masters of the Circle manipulate us. Each day I feel more like a pawn.”

A sad smile quirked her lips. “I understand; it is how I have felt since touching Duke Yermon’s hand in Freemorn—since we fought the first wraith she released upon Yermon and us—and on the Island when The Speaker commanded us to take this journey.”

He started to speak. She stopped him with a finger across his lips. Listen but speak not. They manipulate us because we are the hope the people of Nevaeh need. You are my hope. Without you, I am nothing. Without you, The Masters of Afzal win. Without you—

—Do you not have this backward? Without you, all is lost.

No, Mikaal, without you I am not completed. It is the two of us, not just me. As to the manipulation, how else can we reach the point we must attain? I know we are being...handled, but what they know not, is that when the time comes, we will end the manipulation. You and I have a purpose. What it is ultimately, I know not, but when it is time, we will know. No matter what The Eight say, I think they know not our true purpose.

The gray of his eyes deepened to the color of steel. He grasped her face between his hands. “So certain are you?” 

“As certain as my love for you. As certain as I know our children will change not just Nevaeh but the world itself.”

Before her last word was finished, everything around them vanished. They rose bodiless; below them was the plateau, in front of them, climbing through a cloud, was the Island surrounded by reddish mist. A shimmering vision of the black face of The Speaker of The Eight floated before them.

So finally, you begin to understand the truths of who you are, the truths of your lives...not just your lives, but everyone’s. The Speaker’s eyes flared red when they locked onto Mikaal. Remove doubt from your mind, Man-child, for you serve a greater purpose. The flaring eyes faded and turned a softer shade of amber. And you, Child of Power, how else could you have grown into the woman you are meant to be without the manipulation necessary for you to become such? Being born to magic means nothing! It is the understanding of your power, the learning of your abilities and the acceptance of them that makes you a Woman of Power. Come to us soon. There is much to learn and more to do before they arrive. The Speaker’s face dissolved, replaced by another vision—it was of forty huge ships sailing toward Nevaeh. A moment later, they saw hundreds behind those.

This vision disappeared, and Areenna and Mikaal were once again standing on the plateau, Mikaal’s hands still clasping Areenna’s face. Reluctantly, he lowered his hands, stepped back and shook his head. “What choice is left?”
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CHAPTER 1


[image: image]


“THE DARKNESS WAITS not for us to act.” Master Jalil looked from Areenna to Mikaal. “It is time.”

Behind Areenna, illuminated beneath the yellowish light of the mountain, the buildings of the village of The People were empty for the first time in twenty-five hundred years. Silence fell over those standing in the center square. The probability that they would never again see the village was as high as was the possibility of the Dark Masters’ forces overrunning Nevaeh and turning the world’s last surviving humanity into their feeding ground. 

To one side, Mikaal spoke with Roth, while Neleh and Sirod waited near Enaid. Areenna took the dozen steps necessary to reach Enaid. ‘The People’ of the village, had boarded the huge ship an hour before, taking with them their most important possessions. All had gone willingly; proud to be the generation who had accomplished the mission given their ancestors, three millennium before. 

Areenna stopped before the High Queen. “It will not be easy for them.” 

“Hard it will be, yes,” Enaid agreed, “but we will make sure the transition brings them gently into our world. There is much they can teach our people, and as much to be learned from us.”

I know not how long we will be gone, Areenna said silently.

As long as they require. “Our own trip must be made quickly. All of Nevaeh must prepare.”

“Gaalrie...” She stroked the giant treygone resting on the thick leather of her shoulder pad. 

“I will care for her.”

Areenna nodded. “She will stay close to Charka, as will my own Hero. Be aware.”

“Always. You must focus on what comes next.”

Lifting the large cinnamon, black, and gray treygone from her shoulders, Areenna cradled her in her arms. Bending, she pressed her lips to the top of her aoutem’s head. Stay with Charka, he will need you. And with Enaid until I return. Gaalrie wrapped and locked her tail around Areenna’s arm.

Gaalrie’s wash of sadness was hard to accept, but she knew it had to be this way. “Go to Charka.” She raised her arms; Gaalrie hesitated, her tail tightening momentarily before she lifted and flew the short distance to the blue-coated kraal, landing on the saddle bar. 

Enaid drew Areenna into an embrace. She kissed her forehead. “Travel safe, keep Mikaal safe.” 

Enaid nodded to Roth, who gave Mikaal a final squeeze on his shoulder and joined his wife. 

Neleh went to Mikaal, who scooped her up as if she were a doll. “Charka will need you while I am gone. You will watch over him?” he requested as he set her down.

“I would go with you and Areenna.” Folding her arms across her chest, she drew her shoulders back.

“I know, but you must stay to help your mother with your people. It will not be easy for them.”

She lowered her arms. You do not take me because of my mother’s illness. Is this not true?  

In part only... but we know not how long we will be gone. It would be wrong to take you with us. Your mother needs you now more than ever. She will need your strength and your power. Do not forget, you will soon have to accept responsibility as Woman of the Village.

A shadow of sorrow crossed her young features, yet her eyes, so much older than the girl herself, showed understanding. I fear for you.

I fear for all of Nevaeh. We do not have a choice in what comes next: our choice is in how we face what we do not yet know. Do you understand?

Neleh reached up and touched Mikaal’s face. Her small fingers rested on his chin. “I understand.” She dropped her arm to her side and walked toward her mother. 

I will watch over Charka, she added. 

And Gaalrie.

And Gaalrie. 

Hand in hand, Neleh and Sirod walked to where Roth and Enaid stood. They turned to watch the three leave the village. Behind them, Charka let out a wailing call; Gaalrie’s high-pitched cry joined Charka’s. 

With the keening of the aoutems tearing through her, Areenna grasped Mikaal’s hand. We will see them soon.

<><><>

It took three hours to reach their goal. Do you feel that? Mikaal asked Areenna when they entered an area dense with triangular shaped yellow leaf bearing bushes.

Areenna closed her eyes. How could I not? There is much power here. 

“It is a portal,” Master Jalil informed them. “A portal created by the terrible weapons used in the past. The scientists of the time called it a wormhole—a place where time and space became... melded together.” He lifted the lower part of his cloak, and folded it twice. “One fold is the Island; the other is where we stand. In this manner, time and space are compressed, where the two folds come together, a hole, a doorway, is opened, which allows us to move through.”

“This is not of magic?” Mikaal asked.

“No, it is of the old science, from the terrible destruction my ancestors unleashed upon the world. The creation of this wormhole came from the weapon that exploded on the Island.” The grief in his voice was unmistakable. “Only two may go through at a time.” He grasped the Staff tightly. “I go first. Follow quickly, do not hesitate.”

Jalil stepped forward, his left hand holding the Staff of Afzal high. There was nothing to see before him, just the cavern’s pale yellow light. Then, he disappeared.

Areenna stared at the empty spot. “We must go.” Mikaal took her hand and walked them to where Master Jalil had disappeared. They took another step forward and the moment they did, a mist caught them and spun them madly about.

<><><>

Standing at the ship’s rail, watching as the boat left its moorings, Neleh froze beneath a wave of rushing darkness. She grasped the railing, but sank to her knees. Behind her, Sirod and Enaid ran to her. 

“What happened?” Sirod cried as she drew Neleh into her arms.

Neleh’s eyes opened, she blinked several times and then swallowed. Her pale yellow eyes went from Sirod’s face to Enaid and back. Mikaal and Areenna. They are gone...they took them. 

<><><>

It seemed but a fraction of time from when Master Jalil went into the opening until he arrived—barely enough time for a breath. When he lifted his head, he found the eight sorceresses kneeling in a circle around him, each staring at the red-misted sky. Their strange faces vacant of any expression except shock. A sense of dark dread filled the air. 

“They have been taken,” The Speaker whispered. 

Kneeling, Jalil sank his fingers into the ground. His eyes glazed over, his vision turned red; a moment later, his eyes returned to normal. He stood, using the Staff to help him, and stared at the eight sorceresses. “Areenna and Mikaal have been intercepted by The Masters.”

The half-women, half-snucks shifted their bodies back and forth, touching their heads to each other for brief moments before settling back. The Speaker rose from her position to face Master Jalil. Her eyes flashed with anger. “How did they do this?”

Jalil leaned on the Staff. “Emanations from the Staff. There is no other explanation. I went through the wormhole seconds before Areenna and Mikaal. If The Masters were aware, then it was enough time for them to do this.” 

“They are where?”

Jalil closed his eyes. A moment later, the lids snapped open. “Within the wormhole, held there by The Masters, unable to move forward. Trapped there by the Dark Ones who feed their minds with their most wanted desires, making them believe all is real. The Masters fabricate a world within which they keep Areenna and Mikaal trapped, much in the way they drain the life energy from their slaves. For them, time will not exist. They will hold them prisoners, isolated and living within a dream, until their ghazi forces overruns Nevaeh. Only then will they kill them.”

The Speaker rose, her snuck-like body reaching skyward until she towered over the Master. “We must free them.” 

As if speaking to himself, the ancient Master stared at the Staff, his eyes locked upon the bent handle. “Not so simple is it, for they are in a place which doesn’t exist; they are suspended between...then and now,  held within the space of the heartbeat it took for me to travel here.” He looked at The Speaker. “They...The Masters, feed their minds with dreams, making them believe what is happening is real. They steal memories of their life before and change them into visions, which they force into Areenna’s and Mikaal’s consciousness. Whatever their deepest desires are, The Masters fulfill.” 

They are strong enough to break free if we aid them. We must free them! The Speaker snapped at the former Dark Master.

What Jalil said next hung heavy in the air. “Free them we cannot. Returning to the void will not work.” He stared into the angry eyes of The Speaker. “Their minds are separated within the wormhole, their powers cannot combine, but they are made to believe they are together. To free themselves, in order to complete the journey here, they must join... but they know nothing of joining, The Masters will make certain of that. Still, it remains the only way. Areenna has the ability to do this, but if they succumb to the dreams... all will be lost.” Jalil swept his eyes across the eight faces. What think you on this?

Their eyes burned at him, amber fire flickering within as The Speaker said, “We agree, but we sense it is not just the girl. It will take both to be freed... no, the third as well, the child.”

<><><>

Standing in the center of the great hall of Tolemac, surrounded by all the kings and queens of Nevaeh’s domains, a wave of dizziness twisted through Areenna. She grasped Mikaal’s arm and held it until the vertigo passed. She looked around the hall, confused.

The confusion faded, and as the fog in her mind cleared, she remembered everything. How can I not feel disjoined from reality? Who would not be, on their day of marriage? 

Mikaal covered her hand with his and turned her in a pirouette. The room turned silent in anticipation. Taking a deep breath, he vowed, “Today, I, Mikaal of Tolemac, High King of Nevaeh, give myself in bond to Areenna of Freemorn, and accept her as my mate, to hold her equal with myself, High Queen to High King, man to woman, warrior to warrior.”

He held Areenna’s hand aloft and smiled at her.

“Today, I, Areenna of Freemorn, give myself in bond to Mikaal of Tolemac and accept him as my king, my mate, and my equal.”

The moment they spoke the traditional words of marriage, the musicians began to play and the kings, queens, princes, and princesses stood to cheer the new couple. 

Trebor, King of Lokinhold, stepped forward, his glass raised high. “To the children yet to come, I offer both toast and advice.”

The crowd, expecting some rowdiness roared its approval of Trebor’s words. A few shouted, “Advice! Advice!” 

“Are you about to make me blush, Trebor of Lokinhold?” Areenna half-shouted, half-laughed.

“Yes, My Queen, that I am about to do! Follow in my footsteps, My Lord,” he shouted and drew Akassia to her feet, pointing to her extremely swollen belly. “Here is my advice and heed it well! Wait not long, in fact wait not at all. Make your heir tonight!”

<><><>

It was a magnificent night, the stars sparkling in a cloudless sky, she could ask for no more. “My Lady,” the chambermaid started, with a final brush stroke through Areenna’s pale blonde hair. “Is there more I can do?” 

Areenna turned from the sky. “No, Irol, thank you.”  

Tilting her head in acknowledgement, the chambermaid left. Alone, Areenna paced the boundaries of the chamber. Her nerves jangled with every step. She could not settle her thoughts. Yet, she must, for tonight was the night she and Mikaal had been waiting for these past two years. Tonight was their marriage night and her mind needed to be calm.

What do I fear? Certainly not what comes next, the physical bonding with Mikaal? 

Why then? She shook her head. Time had slipped quickly between Mikaal’s visits to Freemorn and her visits to Tolemac. She was glad her father accepted the marriage, but even more so that the other nine kings and queens of Nevaeh agreed as well. With the marriage, Mikaal would not only be High King, but Father Guardian of Freemorn. If they had two male children, one would assume Mikaal’s role while the other would sit the throne as king of Freemorn. 

Her unease continued to nibble at a corner of her mind, eating into the overwhelming happiness of moments before. What? She shook her head, hoping the physical movement would break free the growing shadows within her mind. War was no longer a part of Nevaeh. Mikaal’s father and her father had seen to that, so neither she nor any wife, mother or sister or daughter need worry about losing their loved ones in war. The domains were peaceful as well. 

She shut off her vacillating thoughts and went to the door separating her chamber from the room she would share with Mikaal. She stopped to look at her reflection in the mirror, inspecting herself one last time. Beneath the nightmoss, her pale blonde hair was a gentle contrast to her mocha skin. The simple nightdress had no embroidery, woven golden threads, or silver and jewels; white, shadowed only by the flow of her body encased within the material, it hung smoothly from shoulders to floor. Beneath the light cast by the nightmoss, the outline of her breasts was visible beneath the material. 

She turned left, then right, and, glanced over her shoulder. A single strand of tan leather wove back and forth from hem to the base of her neck, ending in the traditional wedding knot, which was all that held the dress together. 

She walked to the door. Why am I so nervous? I love him. He loves me. What else is there?
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CHAPTER 2
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ALONE on the deck, sitting cross-legged, Neleh breathed the cold salty air of the vast ocean but paid no attention to the water, the darkening clouds, or the people crowded onto the deck behind her. 

It had been a day and a half since they’d begun the voyage to Nevaeh’s mainland, a day and a half of the oppressing sense of darkness caused by the abduction of Mikaal and Areenna. It had taken all that time to begin to understand what the darkness meant. Once she’d grasped its essence, knowledge flooded through her at the depth of Mikaal and Areenna’s trouble—what she discovered terrified her. 

Gaalrie squatted on the deck next to her, one taloned leg secured to the young girl’s thigh. In the pen behind her, Charka stared at Neleh’s back, the three of them, kraal, treygone, and woman-child, had a mental connection more solid than were the planks of the deck attached to their beams.

Feeling the closeness of the aoutems, Neleh closed her eyes and built a mind picture of Mikaal. She recreated his every detail, from her last moments with him to the boots he wore, his special armor, and the sword and knives he carried. She built him inch by inch, her mind, aided by the two aoutems, generated the perfect duplicate of Mikaal—the powerful set of his body, the strong thrust of his chin, his full lips and straight nose. His eyes—intelligent gray ovals with a tinge of blue and accented with green specks—gazed back at her. 

When she held the image of her father guardian in her mind, she projected her warning to him. She pushed it with all the ability she possessed, and was stunned when it was blocked and thrown back at her. 

Looking at the eddying dark clouds above, she called the powers roiling deep within her. Then Neleh drew all the aid she could from Charka and Gaalrie and sent a lancing thought spiraling to Mikaal.

An instant later, a powerful force smashed back into her like a fist. The darkly evil power lifted the small, fourteen-year-old girl from the deck and slammed her into the blue kraal.

<><><>

Mikaal stood at the window, gazing out at Tolemac. Within the happiness of the day, a sense of sorrow locked him in place. He looked at the main courtyard, and his mother’s fountain within the center of Tolemac, and wished his mother and father had lived to see the day. They would be proud, he knew, they would be happy. His mother had loved Areenna, and had always favored her, as she had Areenna’s mother.

He missed his father, the man who had become the first high king of Nevaeh, the man who had led the Nevaens to defeat the Dark Forces, two decades before, wiping them from the face of Nevaeh. 

His mother and father had died two years ago, changing his life. Thankfully, after centuries of war, the ten dominions were at peace and the reign of High King was now exactly as his father had wanted: ceremonial.

Taking a deep breath, Mikaal shook away his sadness. Tonight was to be the first time he would share a bed with his wife. He’d waited for this night, looked forward to it, longed for it... yet some unknown sense shaded his anticipation and made him wonder. About what, he knew not. 

“Mikaal...”

His whispered name floated through the air and he turned. When his eyes fell on Areenna, his unease fled along with the breath exploding from his chest.

<><><>

Areenna’s heart sped at the way the moonlight filtered through the window, outlining him with a yellow and white halo. She took in the beauty of the way the light framed him, and then walked forward. “Mikaal...”

They met in the middle, their arms securing their bodies to each other. Their lips melded; fire spread through their bodies

Tearing his mouth from hers, he scooped her from her feet, carried her to the bed, and placed her on it. Then he joined her.

He kissed her passionately, and she responded completely. With one hand under her, the other resting on the slight swell of her belly, he drew his lips from her and smiled down at her. “I have dreamed of this night for so long.”

She smiled, lifted her hand and caressed his cheek. Her fingers traced his lips. “As I have.”

His hand slid toward her breast, his mouth settling upon hers. A moment later, she drew her lips from his. “Wait,” she whispered. “Let us but lie together for a few moments.”

Shifting onto his back, he drew her against him and smiled. “Are you all right?”

She rested her head on his chest and listened to the pounding of his heart. “I need a few moments. Hold me,” she whispered, working to understand what was happening to her; to discover the cause holding her back from the very thing she’d desired for so long.

He drew her tighter. “What name would you choose for a daughter?” 

Caught off-guard by the question, she smiled. “I have no idea.”

“What think you of Neleh?”

The name cut her like a knife. Why, she had no idea. “Strange... I have never heard it before.”

“I have, but I know not from where. Yet it seems familiar.”

She nodded with her cheek still against his chest. “It does. I...”

“What is it?” he asked.

She raised her head to look into his eyes. Her hand lay upon his chest. “I don’t know. Something is...off.”

“I don’t understand. How is it off?”

She shook her head, her eyes never leaving his face. “I have this feeling, this sense—I don’t know how to express it—telling me to be cautious.”

“Does this sense tell you something is not right, that what is happening seems...unreal?”

She stared at him. “You feel it too?”

“A touch, yes. Oh, how I wish you could know my thoughts, understand what I am thinking.”

“I...” She fell silent. She stared at him. His words sent a shiver through her, spreading a coldness that captured both her body and her mind. “How can I know what you are thinking?”

“I did not say—”

“—yes, you did.” She lifted from his chest, sat up, and faced him. “And even stranger, I feel as though I should be able to do so.”

Mikaal laughed. “Nerves. We both suffer from nerves... No one can know another’s thoughts. That would be like the powers the Dark Ones used on our people before my father defeated them.”

Areenna slid from the bed in a single smooth motion. She went to the window where Mikaal had been standing moments before and looked at the courtyard below, at the fountain in its center, and at the water bubbling from the spouts.

The fountain wavered and a sudden flash of memory surfaced. She saw herself sitting on the bench before the fountain, not just staring at the water, but becoming part of the water. She shook her head. The memory fled, gone so quickly she doubted it had been there at all. 

Mikaal’s voice floated to her. “Come back.”

Turning, she willed away the perception of wrong and returned to the bed. She looked into his gray, luminous eyes, into the twin pools of love calling to her and half-sat, half-fell across him. 

He drew her face to his and kissed her. He pulled the length of her body against him, pressing her close and sliding his mouth from her lips to the soft skin of her neck. His right hand went to her back, his fingers on the wedding knot. His lips burned across her skin and a low moan bubbled from her mouth. His need overwhelming whatever remnants of control remained.

Areenna’s body arched against him. Heat raced through her, turning her blood to lava. Her fingers dug into the muscles of his back as she accepted the passion ruling her body.

Just as Mikaal began to pull the knot free, a vision crossed before his eyes and he froze. He snatched his hand away from the leather knot as if it were on fire. He pushed her from him, stood and began to pace. 

Areenna, her breathing labored, could only stare at him. “What happened?”

“You are right. There is something wrong. I don’t remember what happened to them.”

“To whom?”

“My parents. I don’t remember their deaths only that they died. I...don’t remember anything. I...I just saw a vision of my mother and a little girl.”

Areenna rose from the bed and crossed the room. “What did this little girl look like?”

“She was small, perhaps eleven or twelve. She was pale skinned, with light hair and her eyes had a strange yellow cast to them, almost the color of her hair. She appeared very young, but somehow she was older.”

Areenna gazed into his eyes and then pressed against him. Her hands went around him and drew him closer. “I think we had too much wine today, too much celebrating, and it’s affecting us.”

Held by her, feeling the heat rising from her body, Mikaal relaxed and smiled. Now, my love, it is time for you to take my mind from these other things, he thought. 

“Yes, it is time,” she whispered in reply.

Mikaal arched away from her, his eyes wide, the blood draining from his face. “Areenna, I did not speak aloud.”
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CHAPTER 3
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ENAID STOOD ON the foredeck, watching the child who sat at the bow. Ever since Neleh had uttered the words yesterday, she had not moved from the spot; she took no food or drink, nor did she even move. At nightfall, Gaalrie had flown to the girl and nested at her side. Charka settled into the very edge of the small pen they had moved from the rear to the front, and had not moved since last night. 

She tried to talk to Neleh several times, but the girl was in a strange semi-trance Enaid could not break. Sirod had tried as well, and failed.

Suddenly, with Gaalrie at Neleh’s side, an aura extended around Neleh. At first, the myriad colors swirled wildly about the girl; seconds later, the colors combined into a pale yellow-gold, which contained her like a low-caste fire, while directly above Neleh’s head, a funnel of storm clouds gathered.

Sirod stepped next to Enaid. “Whatever happened to Mikaal and Areenna, it is terribly wrong and she struggles to fix it.”

Fix it? Enaid questioned silently, her eyes traveling from the girl to the clouds above.

What is happening? Layra’s query was echoed a half-second later by Ilsraeth as the two sorceresses joined Enaid and Sirod.

Enaid projected herself to Neleh, attempting to join with her and found herself blocked. Yet she gained enough to understand. Whatever it is that has happened to Mikaal and Areenna, Neleh seeks them.

In the next instant, a wave of power gushed across the deck, picking up Neleh and flinging her back into Charka’s legs.

Enaid raced toward the small girl, but Neleh simply rose and returned to where she had been sitting. Watching her, Enaid realized the girl’s pale eyes, although wide open, were as unseeing as glass. 

Without another word, aloud or silent, Enaid went to Neleh and sat directly behind the girl. The other women, two queens and Sirod, followed and sat by Neleh as well.

The women, acting as one, reached out and placed their hands on Neleh’s shoulders and back. “Use us, Child,” Enaid commanded in a loud voice. If you are to succeed, use our powers.

<><><>

When the hands fell upon her, and the powers flowed into her, Neleh sat straighter. Gaalrie shifted from her side to sit within the basket made of Neleh’s crossed legs. Charka pushed his large head between Enaid and Ilsraeth, and pressed his nose to the small of her back.

She built another mind picture, this one of Areenna standing next to Mikaal. She projected her thought but this time to Areenna. She held the thought simple and steady in her mind: a road sign to where Areenna must go; a warning for Areenna to know her real self and Mikaal’s self as well. Using the added powers, she pushed her thoughts forward to the mind picture of Areenna. This time her projection did not hurtle back, yet, there was no responding mind touch from Areenna. Neleh could only hope Areenna sensed her call.

<><><>

What’s wrong with me? Taking in the taut expression on Mikaal’s face, Areenna could do nothing but stare at him in shock. Unexpectedly, something came alive within her—something unfamiliar, while at the same time very familiar. Her abdomen grew warm, and then turned hot, as if a fire had come to life deep in the pit of her belly. The heat grew unbearable, twisting and flowing within her, tunneling deeper and deeper into the very part of her that made her a woman. She grew afraid, terribly afraid. 

She pressed her hands to her belly and bit down on her lip to stop from crying out. Closing her eyes, she fought hard to gain control. On the back of her eyelids was a set of eyes, yellow eyes...behind those were four more sets of eyes.

A blaze erupted in her mind. She gasped, her mind swarming with the knowledge of who she was, and knew as well that they were in a trap of the Dark Master’s making. 

Looking at Mikaal, she sent him a stream of thoughts. His eyes widened and his body stiffened. He shook his head, clearing his senses. Yes.

The bedchamber was breaking apart around them, the walls crumbling into a million pieces, exploding outward into a gray-black void of emptiness. Beneath their feet, the floor vanished and a gray mist swept over them. She flicked her eyes toward him in plea as an unseen force pulled Mikaal away from her. 

Blue-white light enveloped her hands. Instinctively, without any thought, she leapt across the space separating them, wrapping her arms around his neck. Her legs went around his waist, her ankles locking securely while a blanket of the blue-white light spread over them, cocooning them as they spun into the darkness. 

When everything went dark, Areenna turned the blue-white light into a shield to stop the Dark Masters from manipulating their minds. Still, they fought her, attacking her mind, and Mikaal’s. Before they could gain a hold, Mikaal raised a shield, his anger so strong the shield snapped around them like the slamming of a door. 

A heartbeat later, the gray mist turned reddish. The bedchamber of moments before was gone, replaced by the remnants of broken and shattered buildings. The shiny needle of what used to be, sitting atop the rubble, told her they were on the Island. Only then did she become conscious of people staring at their backs.

Areenna loosened her grip on Mikaal and slid to her feet. Thank you, Neleh, she communicated silently. 

Mikaal’s hands went to her shoulders. “You’re all right?”

“I am,” she declared. 

“Enough. Man, we need to speak.”

Still feeling the effects of the manipulation by the Dark Masters, Mikaal stiffened. Lowering his hands, he turned to The Speaker. 

Easy, remember anger leaves you open, Areenna whispered in his mind. Mikaal drew her within, completing them and making them of one mind as they had learned to do on the mountain.

He drew himself tall and stared into The Speaker’s eyes. With a shrug of his shoulders, his hands exploded into flames. He raised one flaming hand toward her. “When you give me the respect due me, we can speak. I have a name and it is not Man.”

Glaring at him, her eyes sparking with unmistakable power, The Speaker rose, her snuck-like lower body expanded until she towered ten feet above Mikaal. She bent from the waist until her face was but an inch from his. “You want respect? Do not push me, Man... I could strike you down before your next heartbeat.”

“Then do so! I am not your slave. I did not bend to them, and I will not bend to you. Either strike me down, if such is your need, or give me the respect due. But neither I nor Areenna will play puppet to your strings.”

“You believe you can stand against us? You believe you are our equal?” The Speaker’s words dripped with scorn. She drew back even as the other seven sorceresses rose to surround The Speaker. Their combined power erupted and everything around them rumbled. Pieces of stone and metal fell from the shambles of what was once Manhattan. Yet, Mikaal and Areenna stood their ground.

“I believe we are but people,” Areenna offered. “We are people who have been tasked to help those around us, to protect them, but we—” she looked at Mikaal, who locked his gaze on her, their minds perfectly in sync. “—we will be your pawns no longer. Kill us if such does not suit your plans, or accept us as your allies, but we are not toys with which you play your games. You have seen to it that we are no longer children. Whatever innocence might have remained, you have stolen. We are not here to serve at your pleasure. We are here to serve our people.”

With that, Areenna’s power flared so strongly it pushed the eight sorceresses back before they realized what happened. Silence fell over the scene, so thick was it that each breath echoed like an explosion. 

Then Master Jalil stepped between them. He held the Staff in his left hand, his right hand raised, and his palm faced first The Eight and then the two across from them. 

“The time for argument is past. Trust must not be broken.” Jalil turned to The Speaker. “Respect is due and must be paid,” he told the eight sorceresses. Then he turned to Mikaal and Areenna. “Trust and acceptance must be given before the next step can be taken.”

“We accomplish that...how?” Mikaal asked.

“By accepting what you know to be the truth. Without The Eight of the Island, you stand no chance of defeating the Dark Masters and the forces they bring. You accomplish this by trusting these sorceresses, these guardians of Nevaeh, have but one ultimate goal, to protect Nevaeh and to stop them.” 

Areenna opened herself to the Master’s words, and at the same time sent a probe to the sorceresses, which she expected to be blocked. Rather than blocked, she was pulled inside. Astonishingly, she found but a single open, clear, and welcoming mind. Yet, there was a wavering darkness at the far edges of their minds.

Areenna, still holding Mikaal’s hand, took a single step forward, their minds still synced together. While Areenna projected the words, Mikaal created them. You hide something. How can we trust you when you close off from us?

We hold back, we do not hide. We keep to ourselves what we must for your protection— 

—fear. Your fear is that we fail, Mikaal cut in from within their melded minds. 

No, The Speaker replied, the fear is that we will fail. We will be unable to protect Nevaeh, and fulfill our obligation. 

Obligation? To whom do you have this obligation? Areenna snapped.

The Speaker drew in a deep breath. Her eyes locked on Areenna. You... and you, she added, lifting one arm and pointing a long-nailed, black finger at Mikaal. “We have waited long, planned throughout the generations. We have held true to our visions in order to reach this point in our existence... in Nevaeh’s existence.”

“So we must take your word and accept it as truth and give you unconditional trust? Trust you, as a mother unconditionally loves her child or a newborn loves and trusts her mother?”

Is there another way to trust? Master Jalil asked, looking from one group to the other. Without this trust, they become victorious. “And trust,” he added aloud, “goes in two directions, not one.” He skewered The Speaker with a hard gaze, the tip of the Staff of Afzal pointing directly at her. “To gain their trust, you must give them yours. You have brought our world to this point. You have guided and helped create that which can end the darkness. There are but a few steps yet to be taken; except, you want to maintain control over that which you know can be controlled no longer.”

“And you,” Jalil continued, turning to Mikaal. “You must do the same before we can take the next step.”

There is no choice, Areenna told Mikaal. We cannot stop now.

I understand, but we cannot follow blindly any longer. We need to know what we are facing and upon whom we can depend.

On us! The haunting cry from The Speaker broke into their minds with such power it staggered Areenna. Mikaal braced himself, his anger barely contained before the flames covering his hands could leap at the sorceress.

Mikaal closed his eyes and worked at calming himself while Areenna projected a warming energy to him. When he opened his eyes, he exhaled softly and thought about what they had found within the minds of The Eight. The openness was almost complete, except at the far edges of their minds, where they barricaded their fear. It took a moment for him to realize why. Three thousand years of fearing that men might seek to gain control kept their fear not just hidden, but alive and nourished. 

Yes, Areenna agreed.

Mikaal put out the flames. He took a step closer to The Speaker. “Are you willing to let us in, to see the fear?”

The Speaker stared at Mikaal, her eyes unreadable. “If that will allow you to trust us, then there is no choice. Come, the block has been dropped.”

Areenna squeezed Mikaal’s hand.

Mikaal led the way, entering The Speaker’s mind, and traveling along the vast labyrinth of channels until he reached the point where he’d encountered the block. It was gone. He sensed a great stirring of their emotions, a twisting dread of invasion within their combined mind, but they kept the block lowered.

Mikaal withdrew. “That is what trust is. I have no need to delve into your fears, only to know you trust us enough to allow such.”

“Once again, you surprise us,” The Speaker marveled.

Jalil nodded. Because you fear what he represents from the past! “You know, as do I, how our world has changed. You know, as do I, that where now all of Nevaeh is one, there once lived many races made of red, white, yellow and black skinned people,” Master Jalil remembered. “But gone are those races, as is the past. Nevaeh’s future is our only concern. They come, the Dark Masters, and if we do not prepare, all will die or be enslaved. Time is running out and your hatred,” he said, raising the Staff high above his head, “is mired in the past. Leaving it there is the only way to inscribe the future.”

After a moment of silence, The Speaker said, “Agreed.”

Master Jalil walked to the center of the small clearing. He planted the tip of the Staff of Afzal on the ground, and motioned for all to circle and grasp the Staff. Ten hands reached in and closed about the ancient wood. 

“What next comes is dangerous, for it will bring a change to everyone present. What next comes will help determine whether we succeed or fail.”

Areenna caught Mikaal’s hand and clutched it tightly. Then she opened her mind and drew him in, wrapped her essence around him like a blanket, drawing his immense strength into herself as the Staff began to hum and their hands vibrated in tune with the wood. 

From a distance, she heard strange words she could not comprehend. An instant later, and through her closed eyes, a white flash filled her vision. 

Mikaal!
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LIKE AN EMBRACE, he held her essence securely within his mind. It is the Staff.

Yes... but different this time. She opened her eyes. Everyone was standing within a cone of white, so pure she saw their images on it. The Eight held the Staff, as did Mikaal and she. Master Jalil alone did not touch it.

It is time, Jalil declared. Areenna, Mikaal, withdraw not your hands from the Staff. He paused and then spoke aloud in a language Areenna did not understand. He talked for several minutes, his hands moving in intricate patterns while he walked behind each of the sorceresses, briefly stopping to rest his left hand atop each head until he reached The Speaker. Each time he lifted his hand from a sorceresses, she removed her hand from the Staff and stepped back.

When he stood behind The Speaker, he placed a hand on each side of her head and chanted. When he stopped, a red haze flowed outward from the Staff’s handle and dipped down to cover The Speaker’s head. At the same time, Master Jalil’s voice rose high and there was another flash. The red haze ran from The Speaker’s head, to her shoulders and then down her arms until both hands glowed red. The red haze lifted from her hands, came together, and retreated into the handle of the Staff, where it disappeared.

“Hold,” Jalil commanded Areenna and Mikaal when The Speaker drew her hands from the Staff, leaving just their hands to hold the ancient wood. Master Jalil stepped behind the two and, bending slightly, put a hand on each head. 

Together are you now, as one, and as one you must join with and in the Staff of Afzal. The joining will be simple. Once you enter, the Staff will attempt to reject you. Fight it not. Open your mind completely. Put up no blocks! Find a way to stay within. It is the only means to become one with the Staff. The only tactic to enable you to defeat the Dark Masters.

Now!

Unlike the time in the cavern of the twin-peaked mountain, where the white mist covered them and brought them together, this red mist took them from where they were and pulled them into a black space.

Mikaal’s presence was part of her own. Their thoughts shared openly. Forward, Mikaal advised.

Areenna pushed her senses outward. Jalil said it would reject us. I sense nothing at all. 

Rejection can be refusing entry.

Blind in the absolute absence of light, Mikaal entwined his senses with hers and took the lead. He was slow and careful, testing as he pushed. After a few seconds, he reached a block. Doorway?

Yes, Areenna agreed.

How?

Areenna followed Mikaal’s thought to the doorway and there, explored the block. She envisioned her arm reaching forward, her hand reaching out to grasp the doorknob. She turned it. 

Pain ripped through her palm. She screamed but there was no sound. The pain was akin to having grasped a white-hot coal. Mikaal gritted his teeth, refusing to cry out from the pain.

She withdrew her thought image instantly.

That, she told Mikaal, is rejection.

And pain, he added.

There must be a way, she stated.

Mikaal remembered a saying of his father’s. ‘No matter what the situation, how hopeless it appears, there is always a way, always!’

We just need to find that way, Areenna replied. What did Master Jalil say? Our minds must be open, completely, no part blocked?

We have never done so before. Our— Mikaal cut off his thought.

We have never spoken of our deepest feelings. It may change us, she warned, dreading what this meant—allowing him to see her most private, most intimate thoughts. Then the truth lit her mind like a torch. It was, again, about one thing and one thing only. Trust.

Yes, I see it; I see your truth. It will not change who we are. Did not the Dark Masters try in the wormhole? Did we not know then, our feelings for each other?

It is time, Areenna concurred. She gasped when Mikaal dropped the block he’d held to hide his deeper emotions. The rush of his feelings overwhelmed her. She held still under the onslaught, letting the sensations ease until, finally, his strength spread through her once again. 

When her breathing settled, she found a difference within her, a feeling of being more than she had been moments before. Of being a part of—

—me, came Mikaal’s soft thought.

She steadied herself even as she drew his emotions in and then, slowly and carefully, released the block she had struggled so desperately to maintain. 

He staggered within her mind, fighting with himself until he reached the acceptance he needed. When he finally held control, he responded with a wash of emotions that brought tears to her eyes. 

Now we know in reality what we both knew by intuition, Areenna summarized. We are one. Open the door, Mikaal.

Without hesitation, Mikaal reached out a mental hand and opened the door. There was no burning heat to repel his hand, only the cool feel of the knob. 

The door opened and a white mist flowed from it, long, streaking, white tentacles wrapped around them, securing them tighter than any hand could, yet there was a delicate warmth as well. Ever so gently, the mist drew them in. Once through the doorway, the mist cleared and their sight returned. They were in a round room surrounded by a circular pale tan wall with darker wavy streaks woven upon it. Vibrations rumbled through their bodies. 

Areenna looked everywhere. Do you feel it? 

It comes from everywhere. Where are we?

Reaching out, she touched a wall, trailing her mental fingers over it until she understood. Within the Staff.

<><><>

Enaid stood at the stern, ignoring the freezing winds buffeting her as she controlled the waters pushing the large ship along. They were well past the Frozen Mountains and making good time as the two queens, Ilsraeth and Atir, added to her strength. For the first time in the two weeks since arriving at the far reaches of the land, the sun had risen over Nevaeh to bathe the ocean with sunlight. 

In the five days since they’d left the Village of The People, Enaid had barely slept and had eaten sparingly. The importance of time weighed heavily upon her, as she was the only one who could speed the ship to Nevaeh. 

She was tired, even with the added strength of the two powerful queens and Sirod standing with her, but she held steadfastly to her mission. Her son and the young woman she considered a daughter, were facing something unknown, and she needed to get to them. Her psychic and maternal senses spoke of a great danger, and she needed to warn them. She tried to sense them, but found every way blocked. All she could do was hope.

She looked at the small pen holding Charka and Hero, the place where Neleh had been sleeping for the past day, nestled into the large kraal’s side and Gaalrie lying on her other side. Enaid had never before witnessed such a scene, and was amazed at the way the two aoutems had reacted to the young sorceress. If she had ever held doubt as to the child’s part in all of their lives, there was none any longer. Neleh’s bloodline and Areenna’s were the same. In some ways even closer than her bloodline was to Areenna.

As she watched, Neleh awoke, stretched, and stood. Charka, clumsily because of his size, did the same, while Gaalrie, with a loud cry, flexed her wings and rose from the deck. I will help you, came Neleh’s silent thought. 

You can do so? 

I can, Neleh replied.

We will see. You must eat first, Enaid advised.

Neleh did not respond, instead, she left the pen, went below deck and, ten minutes later, returned to stand next to Enaid.

“Show me what you do, Grandmother.”

“Grandmother, am I?” Enaid questioned with narrowed eyes. I am barely older than your mother.

Neleh tilted her head; her pale, yellow, shaded eyes took on a glow. You are my father guardian’s mother. You are now my grandmother, is that not true?

Enaid started to reply, but stopped to study the child who she knew was much more than a child. “Yes, Neleh, that is true. Call me Enaid.”

Next to her, Atir and Ilsraeth chuckled. Turning, Enaid fixed them with a glare. Sirod, wisely, stared straight ahead. 

Show me what you do, Gran—Enaid.

<><><>

How can this be? Mikaal asked, even though he knew it was true.

Areenna looked at Mikaal. How is it I can see you here, when it is only our minds that have entered?

The floor shifted suddenly, turned, and dropped from beneath them. Instinctively, Areenna grasped Mikaal and strangely, they found themselves floating, their bodies molded to each other. Mikaal stared at her, watching the way her eyes flicked calmly left and right as she took in their situation. 

A moment later, they descended and, when they touched bottom, Areenna released Mikaal. 

Now?

Do you not feel it? he asked.

Areenna knelt and put both hands on the floor. Warm... as though it lives.

The moment her thought entered his mind, he realized what they had to do. We must go further, Mikaal told her. We must find what this is.

How?

You know. Take us!

Puzzled, she took several breaths, and then she closed her eyes, accepting that it was but a meaningless gesture without a body. She concentrated every sense, every power to channeling her abilities into a single thread and, grasping Mikaal’s thoughts, she combined them into a single thrust from her mind. 

Gentle she was not; rather, she drove her exploratory thought spear-like into the heart of the Staff. In the very instant of the meeting of thought and Staff, there was an explosion that blew upward, reversed, and sucked them back with a twisting vortex, sending their senses into a black void. 

In the next moment, they stood in a vast desert of sand beneath the mid-day sun. Wavering bands of blood-red light illuminated everything. Twenty feet away stood a vision of eight Dark Masters. Each wore a gray robe; elongated cowls showing only red-rimmed eyes, hiding all but one face. 

The Dark Master they had faced at the Mountain of the Two Peaks, Fasil Abdul-Mu'eid, stood at the forefront of the other seven, glaring at Areenna and Mikaal. He appeared the same as when they had first faced him. His eyes were burning orbs surrounded by a thin circle of red. Hairless, his skin was the color of a gray, stormy day. His features, barely recognizable as a man, were haunting: his nose, short, flat, and bent, hovered over a small round dash of a mouth framed by thin lips five shades darker than his gray skin. He was as tall as they were, but slightly bent. The robes he wore hid his body; elongated fingers and hands peeked out from the folds of his sleeves, his long pointed fingernails were black and his hands claw-like. 

He raised one hand; his fingers pointed directly at Areenna and Mikaal and, without hesitation, released a streak of power.

Mikaal raised his hand, palm forward. When the power reached them, it flared upward as if striking an invisible wall. Behind him, the seven Masters raised their hands as well and together, the eight attacked.

<><><>

With the ethereal force of The Masters’ psychic powers striking them, a burst of insight crossed Areenna’s mind’s eye to tell her what would happen next. Knowing she could not permit the evil of The Masters to overpower them, Areenna did the only thing possible. She released her entire essence—her entire being—into Mikaal’s mind, doing so without hesitation or sadness, accepting only the joy in the knowledge that Mikaal would cast out the Dark Masters and live to lead the Nevaens against the oncoming multitudes of ghazi. 

In the instant of the melding of her powers and abilities with his, her last thoughts were of the love she had finally allowed him to know; of her need to protect him and to be certain he survived. Whether or not she endured mattered little. Deep within her, she understood that only Mikaal could cast The Masters’ essences from the Staff. Her female abilities alone would never be enough. 

As she pushed her life’s essence into him, a black curtain fell across her mind and she was... gone. 

<><><>

Unaware of the depths of what Areenna had done, Mikaal took Areenna’s powers into himself. When the horrendous powers of The Masters struck, he did not repel those powers; rather, he seized them with one part of his mind, drawing the writhing dark and malicious forces into himself, changed them, turned them, and flung them at the eight Masters with such might The Masters disappeared in a flash of light.

Then the world went black.
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STANDING NEXT TO Timon, Roth watched the five women. The ship moved at a steady pace, almost, but not quite, skimming the water’s surface, under the command of the women’s abilities. 

Twenty minutes earlier, when Neleh had stepped onto the bow next to Enaid, the ship had picked up its pace—so much so that both Timon and Roth had turned to see how this had happened. 

They saw the woman-child had joined Enaid and the others. “She is powerful,” Timon observed.

“As powerful as Enaid. Almost as powerful as Areenna.”

“Which is good, considering what comes at us.”

Roth nodded. “From what Mikaal said, they come with a full contingent of ships, and possibly a hundred thousand ghazi. We will be badly outnumbered, and will need every man and woman of Nevaeh, and every Woman of Power, no matter how strong or weak each is—everyone will be necessary for defense. They will attack from several points. We must find a way to know exactly where they will land.”

Timon looked toward the bow. “At this speed, we will reach Fainhall in two days.”

“Good!” The moment he uttered the word it seemed as if a giant hand reached out and grasped the ship, stopping it dead in the water. Behind them, the sound of bodies hitting the deck echoed loudly. 

Turning at the same time, they saw the five women sprawled on the deck. Between where they stood, and where the women were, Mikaal’s blue-coated kraal let out a howling wail, and Gaalrie spread her wings and released a paralyzing bone-jarring screech.

Before the sounds died, Roth sped across the deck, Timon a half step behind. When they reached the women, they found Atir and Ilsraeth coming around, but Enaid, Neleh, and Sirod remained unconscious. 

He knelt by Enaid, lifted her head, and cradled it on his thighs. Instinctively, he knew whatever had happened, had to do with Mikaal. He stroked her cheek, and found her skin warm and responsive. He exhaled in relief.

Timon went to Ilsraeth, who was already sitting. She grabbed his arm and pulled herself unsteadily to her feet. “The child,” she whispered and went to Neleh. Between them, Sirod groaned and sat up. 

“What happened?” Roth called out.

Sirod took a breath. “I know only it has to do with Areenna and Mikaal.”

He ignored everyone and everything and concentrated on Enaid, stroking her cheek and holding her. A few breaths later, her eyes flickered open. “Mikaal...”

“Easy,” Roth soothed.

Enaid shook her head and lifted to a sitting position. “They battle the Dark Ones.”

No, it is over, came Neleh’s thought.

Enaid looked at the girl who was now sitting up. Her face was white and drawn, her pale eyes dull. Taking a deep breath, she spoke aloud. “They fought The Masters, but...not in the flesh.”

“How then...where?” Roth was bewildered.

She shook her head. “Where I know not for sure, but no place of this world.” 

Roth started to speak; Enaid stopped him. “Later, husband, give us time to understand.”

“How do you feel?” Roth fretted after nodding his acceptance.

“Whatever it was, it is done for now.”

“That’s not an answer.”

Arching a single eyebrow. “It is. And I am fine.”

“Then we best get the ship moving again.”

Enaid smiled softly. “Yes, My Lord.”

<><><>

Pain roared through his body. His mind was a swamp of warring emotions. The feelings were both strange and familiar. He struggled through the fogged morass within his head and realized he was lying on the ground. 

Areenna, did we stop them? There was no response. He searched for her presence but could not feel her. He delved within himself and sensed her there, but when he tried to speak with her, in their silent way, there was nothing. 

Terror trapped him, stark and frightening; it spread through his mind and into his heart. She was gone. He could feel her essence, her powers and abilities, but could not find the vitality that was the real Areenna. All he found was an emptiness in those special places she had occupied within him.

“Mikaal,” came the Master Jalil’s voice from far away. “Mikaal.”

Opening his eyes, he found nine sets of eyes staring down at him. He moistened his dry lips with a flick of his tongue and tried to stand, but The Speaker placed her hands on his shoulder. “Hold.”

“Areenna... I cannot sense her.”

“She lies next to you, an empty vessel,” Jalil whispered.

He turned and saw her next to him. Her was skin so pale it was translucent. Her eyes were closed, her chest barely moved, yet she lived. He pushed his senses into her, searched her mind, but found nothing. Yet, within him, he sensed her presence. 

It was only then that he realized the magnitude of what she had done when they had moved their minds inside the Staff—the impact of her actions, of her selfless sacrifice to save him and Nevaeh, sent another horrible anguish ripping through his mind. Tears spilled from his eyes and fell on Areenna’s unmoving body.

“She became one with me,” he whispered, “she gave up herself.”

The Speaker bent close to him, her dark face blotting out the light. “What say you?”

Quickly, without words, he replayed what had happened. 

“Impossible!” The Speaker half shouted. “No, this cannot happen! What have you let happen!” A moment later, The Speaker separated from the others, turned and snuck-like, arched backwards. “You are a fool, Man! You have destroyed any chance to stop them!” Her black skin glowed as her body enlarged. She raised both arms parallel to the ground her fingers pointed at Mikaal and released a stream of power at him that sent energy crackling everywhere. 

Mikaal stood silent when The Speaker’s attack struck. It stopped an inch from him and flared around him in a riotous blaze of colors. Time stopped. He stared at the shifting colors and, ignoring everyone, put his hand into the center of the eddying colors. The instant his skin touched the shimmering light, it swirled around him, moving with a speed that blurred everything near it. He looked at The Speaker. His eyes narrowed; the raging colors exploded back at The Speaker, lifting her from the ground, tossing her into the other seven, sending them sprawling in a tangled mass.

While this was happening, the ancient Dark Master Jalil studied Areenna. Even as Mikaal reflected The Speaker’s power back at her, Jalil picked up the Staff and moved next to Mikaal. 

We have not much time, and there is much danger in what has happened. Take the Staff, Jalil commanded. Find a way to separate from Areenna, more than just her life depends on this. Find it...find the way, now!

Mikaal ignored the fury of The Speaker’s screaming unintelligible thoughts, and grasped the Staff. A spark of power jumped from the ancient wood to his skin when he touched it. Acting on nothing more than instinct, he placed the Staff atop Areenna’s body, took her cold hands into his, and closed his eyes. He tried to separate her essence, her emotions, and spirit from his, but could not. 

He searched within himself to find a way. He stared at the Staff, knowing it was the key. How? She had sacrificed herself to protect him and Nevaeh. He could not lose her; he would not let her body die. 

Stop thinking! Act! Jalil commanded.

Mikaal reached deep within himself, diving to the very core of where his power lay and called up everything within. 

His belly burned hot. His hands exploded with the blue light of Areenna’s power and he pushed it into her. Nothing happened. He bit down on his lower lip until blood flowed down his chin in twin rivulets. Then a strange calmness settled over him, the familiar sensation of Areenna’s mind caressing his own. 

He knew that whatever was left of Areenna was telling him to accept her sacrifice for him and for Nevaeh. He understood that she had increased his powers and turned him into something extraordinary. Yet, as he stared at her lifeless form, and took in the lines of her face, he knew he could not let this be. He would not live without her—to do so would drive him insane.

He held her hands, squeezing them tightly within his. He sensed her in every fiber of his being, but could not hear her in his thoughts. He released her hands and picked up the Staff. When he did, another snapping shock bored into him. A heartbeat later, awareness cut through his anguish. He bent and kissed her, his lips sliding across her taut cool ones.

Knowing what he had to do, he stood, his hands still aglow with Areenna’s powerful blue light, picked up the Staff, and grasped it with both hands. He squeezed the Staff as hard as possible. The powerful blue light, so much a part of Areenna, danced along the Staff and then flowed over their bodies, expanding outward. When the light surrounded them, Mikaal raised the Staff until it was over his head, his arms straight and stiff. Quickly, before anyone could react, he brought his arms down and at the same time, his knee up. The instant it hit his knee, the Staff broke in two. 

White mist erupted from the severed ends, one trail covering Mikaal, the other Areenna. The white mist veiled both from the nine, who watched in stunned silence what he had done to their most important artifact. 

Within the envelope of white mist, Mikaal’s body arched. Then the white mist combined with the blue light and, suddenly, Areenna was gone from within his mind, as were any traces of the blue power. The white mists remained, swirling around the two, rising and combining high above them to hover for several long seconds before turning and diving downward to cleave into their bodies like a double tined spear. 

Then the white mist was gone.

Dropping the broken Staff from numbed fingers, Mikaal knelt by Areenna. He lifted her to him, pressing her to his chest. An instant later, Areenna gave a loud gasp and drew in deep sucking breaths, as if she had been suffocating. 

Her lids opened and the iridescent depths of her sea-foam green eyes glowed. Behind him, a wailing grew from The Eight. “What have you done!” cried The Speaker. “You have destroyed the Staff. You have condemned Nevaeh!”

Mikaal’s anger surged, flames leapt from his fingers and flew toward the eight sorceresses, but Areenna, still recovering, held him tight. No, Let me.

He stood, withdrawing the flames and helped Areenna to her feet. She fixed The Eight with a hard stare. Stop howling like old hags! We have done no such a thing. We have done what was necessary. Areenna paused and then spoke aloud. “Moments ago, you gave us your trust only to now accuse us of destroying Nevaeh. The Eight of you are the wisest women Nevaeh has ever possessed; you have guided the people of Nevaeh through centuries upon centuries to reach this point. You are all so deeply rooted in your ways, and only your ways that you cannot see what is before you. Look at me! Look at Mikaal! Look at the Staff! What see you?”

The Speaker drew herself upward, arching her snuck body as if preparing to strike. She pointed a long black finger at the broken Staff. “I see the Staff of Power, destroyed by the two people standing before me, because of a man’s selfish need for a woman!”

Areenna smiled when The Speaker finished her tirade. She turned to the Master Jalil. You understand, do you not?

“I understand.” The Speaker’s head swiveled in his direction. He held up a stalling hand. “As will you. The Staff was but the container of power, and an amplifier of power, but not the creator of power. Mikaal released the enclosed power to free Areenna. It was the only way. Mind you, they entered the Staff unaware of what they would face...as unaware as the eight of you!” He paused to look from The Eight to Mikaal and Areenna.

“None of you know the story of how the Staff came to be. So you cannot fully understand. My grandfather did not make this Staff, did not create this object of power. Its creation was so far in the past, no one knows when. All that is known, is that the holiest of men...” he stopped to look at Areenna and Mikaal again. “Holy men are...” He pushed a picture of several men kneeling around the Staff, their hands on the wood and their lips moving. 

“You would call them sorcerers, but they were not. They believed in a greater being, an all seeing being who looked over them, protected them, and used this belief to create the Staff for their leader, a Staff that would allow this...leader to free his people from centuries of slavery. The Staff had only one power, which was to hold the essence of its bearer with that of the greater power. Using the Staff, this holy man, this leader of slaves, freed his people. Over the millenniums, the powers of those who held the Staff filled it until it became a source
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