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And I hope that by reading this series, that in some 
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Freezing wind slanted down; unrelenting knives of frozen air sliced through her clothing while attacking exposed skin. Her face was numb. Her hands, covered with woven cloth, gripped two walking sticks. Fighting the wind, she bent forward, making herself smaller to better battle her way toward the summit. 

Not as tall as the Frozen Mountains, nor close in height to the Mountain of Two Peaks, this ice-sheathed mountain had its own challenges. The surface of the rocky pathway was as slippery as if it were coated with freesh fat. There was more ice than snow, as she had been warned; yet she had no choice. She must go up! She must find the opening! 

Her memories, foggy and concealed within the dense haze suffocating her mind, scattered and obscured her thoughts like the random casting of volcanic lava. Neleh knew the memories were still there, but she could not draw anything solid to her as the vision rose again, the vision that had been haunting her for weeks.

Before her were eight containers, milky white on the outside from the thin layer of frost coating each one. The containers themselves were strange looking oval cylinders, rising eight feet from the cavern floor. Neleh could see the barest outline of shapes within through the glass covering. Her only certainty was that she must reach them.

For a month, she’d been on this trek—both on the high seas, and on the frozen island, always seeking the cavern holding the eight ice-coated containers—the cavern at the end of this very path. Why she had to do this, she knew not, but find them she must. What she did know, with absolute certainty, was that she must set free what was concealed within each canister. Her life and everyone else’s depended on her.

Somewhere behind her lay three bodies; ahead of her waited the future. Neleh stopped. She looked back. What? She heard her name called, but it was ahead, not behind. Who?

She sensed the rantor trailing her and the danger it represented. She forced her small legs to pump harder as she struggled along the ice toward the peak. The sharp points of the walking sticks made cracking sounds with each downward stroke as their tips broke into the ice. 

The demand to keep moving forward came from deep within her mind, a decree that grew more powerful with every step. The vision of the containers cleared. The shadow within each sealed capsule moved as if alive. 

There was a brief moment of clarity. The fog emptied from her mind. She gasped and took a deep breath. She half-turned, and looked behind at the trail. “Mikaal,” she called. No sound passed her lips; no thought sped its way toward her Father Guardian. She was alone, and for the first time in her young life, experienced the touch of deep gut-wrenching fear. Something was wrong, and she did not know what.

The haze, the miasma, swirled into her mind, No! She planted her feet on the icy trail and fought the call with all the determination her small body could bring to bear. She dug her heels into the ice-crusted ground, resisting the calling, but could only stand still for a few seconds before her feet and legs moved, even though she fought the demands of the unknown force.

She fought and failed. Her muscles and mind betrayed her; her body obeyed the call. Gritting her teeth, she continued to fight. A sudden, overwhelming force struck deep into the center of her mind. Pain ravaged her muscles, bending her double. Darkness spread, and in another instant, all thought of resistance died. 

Then she remembered. She had to reach the top. She had to free the prisoners. She had to save Nevaeh. Moving forward, she continued inexorably toward the mountain peak. Everything else forgotten, even the rantor closing in on her.

Two hours later, her breathing ragged, and her thoughts still submerged beneath the need to be there, she reached the summit and the opening to the cavern. Yet, there was still a part of her that remained cognizant, that was still who she had always been. And in that small remaining shard of herself, she knew the darkness had taken her mind, she knew that in a few minutes she would release what should never have been.

Fighting the control, and finally sensing the rantor trailing her was close, she exerted every ounce of her internal strength, threw down the walking sticks, and turned back on the cavern opening. Her protesting muscles sent lances of pain slicing through her body. She screamed against the agony, and opened her eyes. 

The rantor was there, huge, speckled black and brown, its amber eyes aglow; its jaws open, puffs of mist blew from its nostrils like a blacksmith’s bellows. And then it launched itself at her, clearing the ground a full ten feet away, its five-inch claws extended to their fullest.

“Kill me,” she cried, opening her arms in welcome.
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Wedding Preparations
3 Months Earlier

The long-anticipated wedding of Princess Areenna of Freemorn and High Prince Mikaal of Tolemac would take place in three days. As was the custom in Nevaeh, the wedding gifts were brought for the new husband and wife to view before completing the bond of marriage. 

As was also custom, the worth of each gift was not valued for its treasure, but rather prized for its emotional and personal value to the giver of the gift. When a prince or a king of Nevaeh married, the gift giver offered something of personal value, not to the world at large, but to themselves. The gift was something of great importance in the giver’s life and had one purpose above all: to set an example to the new the couple, one that emphasized the significance of what they were about to do when they pledged themselves to one person above all others. 

The presentation of gifts was done during the three-day period prior to the ceremony, with the gift givers presenting their gift to the couple, describing its purpose, and telling the couple of its personal value to them. Once the wedding couple understood the true nature of the gift, they would formally accept the gift. 

The presentation of the last two gifts, from the parents of the bonding couple, as tradition required, happened in a separate ceremony at the banquet dinner on the evening before the bonding. Last night’s banquet was no different from any other bonding ceremony as Nosaj presented the binding cloth from his marriage to the couple. Roth and Enaid presented Mikaal and Areenna with the bonding blade from their ceremony twenty-five years before. The citizens of Nevaeh not of royal blood were not expected to give gifts; rather, the bonding couple gave gifts to them. 

Yet in the room where the royalty had placed their gifts after the explanations, dozens more gifts had appeared, left during the night. 

Earlier in the morning, Areenna and Mikaal had gone through the newer gifts, left by many of the people of Tolemac and Freemorn. They’d read the short notes attached to them, most written, she could tell, by Enaid. The one gift that had touched her the most had been from the exile Elyl and his mate. 

Turning it in her hands, she looked over the unique and small intricately carved doll, dressed in armor and wearing a sword. The note explained that Elyl and his mate had created the doll for their son, who had not survived the badlands. As she held the doll, she’d detected no hint of sadness attached to it, only the gentle warmth she knew to be a part of Elyl. 

<><><>

Neleh fidgeted beneath her mother’s hands while Sirod braided her hair. Her tunic draped from her right shoulder down and across her breasts before wrapping around her waist and hips. A seamstress of The People had created the tunic, which was white with slashes of pale golden yellow dye swirling in artistic patterns, the color matching her hair perfectly.

“Strange do I feel, wearing this tunic.”

You look very pretty.

I still feel strange without pants and a short tunic.

Sirod laughed, finished what she was doing, and stepped back. “Stand and look in the mirror. Strange you may feel, daughter of my blood and heart, but beautiful and womanly do you look,” Sirod praised, speaking aloud for the first time.

“I—” Whatever she was going to say disappeared the instant she saw herself. Her pale-yellow eyes grew wide, her breath catching as she examined the stranger in the mirror. The tunic did not just hang; rather, it encased her, falling gently over her breasts before dropping to her waist. A thin deeper gold braided cord cinched it to her waist before flaring over her slim hips to cascade in gentle folds to mid-calf. It made her look taller than the not-quite five feet she had reached two years before. It also made her look more mature than her barely sixteen years.

Stepping back, Sirod looked Neleh over from head to foot. “Pants and a short tunic is no way to dress for a wedding, especially this wedding.” She paused, shaking her head slowly. “My little girl has grown into a woman.”

Neleh glanced at her mother. She did not have to push within her mother’s thoughts to know exactly what Sirod was thinking, for it was written all too clearly across the lines of her forehead, and the sadness in her eyes. 

“I am but newly turned sixteen and still your little girl.”

“I know you are, yet...” A tear slipped from Sirod’s left eye to slowly trail down her cheek. Neleh could not stop from watching it, until the tear reached her jawline, elongated as it hung at the edge of her skin, and then fell. 

What bothers you, Mother? 

Bother is not the right word. It is something else. A child no longer are you. You have done more in your short life than most women have managed in eight or nine decades. Yet—

—Mother, why this sadness?

Because called upon for more I know will you be.

Neleh met her mother’s eyes, duplicates of her own, and spoke softly, “I will, when I become Woman of the Village, but not for a while.”

Sirod took both Neleh’s hands in hers. “No, called upon will you be again ... soon.”

Her brows drew together in a frown. “The darkness is over. We have defeated them.”

Sirod shrugged and smiled. “Perhaps it is but an old woman’s worries over her child.” I saw young Siwel watching you yesterday. Taken with you, he is.

A single eyebrow arched above Neleh’s right eye. She stared at her mother for several seconds, sensing the full extent of her mother’s thoughts. “No! When ready I am, if ever, I—"

“—It is your duty, your obligation.”

Neleh dropped her block. I am most certainly aware of this. But think you not that after all these centuries, The People have fulfilled their duty? Still, I will honor our tradition by fulfilling my duty, without doubt and without hesitation—when I am ready and with whom I choose. 

Forget not Jalil’s words. His healing is not permanent. The sickness will return.

Not for a long time. This I know. I know too, that everything from now on will be different. The People will fade ... we will become part of all the people of Nevaeh. Feel you not this as well?

I know this for a fact; it is as it was meant to be. Happen in days, this will not; rather, in decades will it take to accomplish.

Neleh held her mother’s gaze for several seconds before smiling. Yes, it will take many years, and with you beginning the process, all will happen as it should. 

Sirod closed her eyes. When she opened them a heartbeat later, she drew Neleh to her. “I love you as my daughter, I love you as my friend, and I love you as a woman of great power.” 

The bell sounded at that exact moment, signaling everyone to the Great Hall of Tolemac.

<><><> 

After spending most of the day being pampered and prepared for tonight’s wedding, Areenna sat at the small table, gazing into the mirror and at the silver-flecked green eyes which stared hauntingly back. So much had happened in the past three or so years, that if she had not lived it, she would not believe any of it even remotely possible. Yet the eyes floating in the silver mirror before her told her the truth. Her birthday had passed the month before. She accepted the differences within her that had grown so powerful over the past three years: the abilities and powers she controlled, and the love for Mikaal over which she had no control.

Tonight, would be her second wedding, but the first to happen in the real world. The never absent memory of when the Dark Masters had taken ... had stolen her and Mikaal, returned yet again. The Masters had abducted and taken them to an ethereal plane, where they used their dark magic to create an illusion to make them believe they had defeated the Masters and Mikaal was now High King. After the wedding ceremony, she would be High Queen. 

They had almost accepted the deception as reality, nearly succumbing ... but they had not, and by breaking the bond of the Dark Masters, they’d gained their freedom. 

Tonight, there would be no darkness; tonight was for them. Tonight, they would become one in the only way they had not yet—physically, as bound mates.

“My Lord,” came Irol’s voice behind her. Within the mirror’s reflection she saw her father enter and Irol bow her head. She took a moment to study him. Badly wounded in the battle with the Dark Masters, he now walked with a limp. He had been near death, and she had not left his side for three days while she worked her healing magic on his broken body. She stopped death from claiming him, repaired his leg, and sealed the gash in his side.

Turning, she went to him. 

He stopped her at arm’s length to look her over from head to toe. She wore a gown of white woven silk that hugged her as if a second skin. The dress’s material lay around her neck in an almost seamless collar. From the collar, the dress flowed across her shoulders and wrapped her arms to the wrists. 

Not a fraction of an inch of pale mocha skin was visible, except for her hands and face. The material enveloped her chest and abdomen, enclosed her waist and hips, and draped downward in a single sheet to within a half-inch of the floor. Her feet were bare, and her toes peeked out from the edge of the hem. She wore no jewelry, no rings, no adornments. Her white-blonde hair fell free and straight, ending at mid-back. 

A tear glistened in the corner of one eye. Emotions made Nosaj’s words rough edged. “I know your mother is watching. I feel Inaria beside me. Beautiful, so beautiful are you that she could not help but see you from wherever her spirit resides.”

He drew her into a fatherly embrace and held her close for several seconds before releasing all but one hand. “Are we ready?”

Areenna did not reply; rather, she squeezed his hand, and flashed a radiant smile.

<><><>

Wave after wave of near perpendicular rain, driven by storm winds, ravaged the most southern point of Nevaeh’s eastern coast. Like a charging animal, the hurricane tore across the Nevaen badlands, weaving through the old swamps, uprooting trees and bushes, striking animals and birds alike, and attacking anything above ground level in the remnants of what once was the Floridian peninsular of the United States 

Five hundred feet below ground level, safe in a deep cavern whose only entry lay in the stone face of the rocky palisades—created by the mad shifting of the earth when the nuclear missiles struck, three thousand years before—the Dark Master Fasil Abdul-Mu'eid, stood over a large grey cocoon.

Staring at it, he saw not the greyish gauzy pod holding his last Afzaleem, Lessig. Rather, he looked deep into the pod itself, where for the first time since the battle with the Nevaens, he sensed Lessig’s mind opening. 

Master, came a weak thought.

I am with you, Lessig. Think not, sleep again. You have much healing to do.

I failed you, my Master.

The fault was ours. We underestimated our enemy. It will not happen again. He reached a mental hand to her, stroked her face, and pushed more healing toward her. You must sleep again. You were gravely injured. Long has it taken for me to push the healing process ahead. Sleep and grow strong so serve you may at my side. The Dark Master directed a command to the center of Lessig’s brain, and the connection between them faded as the coma the Master had set in her took effect again.

When he was satisfied, the last Dark Master walked to the edge of the cavern. Lightning flared between clouds, the wind howled, and the rain slashed across the opening; yet, not a drop entered.

From the distant recesses deep within the cavern, came the low grumbling rhythm of a half-thousand sleeping ghazi, whom he had summoned to him on their escape from the destruction of the Dark Circle’s army. The ghazi slept under a spell of the Master’s, waking only long enough to eat and drink enough to stay alive, then toilet before returning to sleep. The Master needed the ghazis’ life source in order to live. The five hundred ghazi would keep him alive for several years, if necessary ... of course they would not survive.

The Master continued to stare at the cocoon holding Lessig while his memories played through his consciousness. When the Dark Master Jalil had abandoned them twenty-five hundred years before, he had spent the next two hundred years maneuvering within the circle, until he had taken full leadership of the Circle and pushed forth his vision of conquering Nevaeh. It had almost been accomplished, but with the loss of the Staff, they could not finish their conquest.

Now, in order to survive, in order to recover all that was lost, he had to regain the Staff of Afzal.

He understood how unique was his problem, now that he alone of the eight Masters survived—he and Lessig. But no ordinary sorceress was Lessig. She was the most powerful woman of dark power he had discovered in two thousand years. If she were but male, she would already be a Master... 

Patience, he counseled himself, she will regain her strength. When she did, he knew there was a way for them to do what was necessary. First she must regain her strength. Then he would rebuild the Circle of Afzal.
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CHAPTER 2
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The Royal Wedding
The last edge of the sun-kissed the horizon, while behind a gauze curtain so thin one had to blink several times to realize it was cloth and not a sorceress’ mist, eight musicians picked up their instruments and filled Tolemac’s great hall with music. Sadly, few, if any of those gathered heard the beautiful strains, for their attention was on the raised platform in the center of the hall. 

The great hall in Tolemac’s keep was the largest great hall in all of Nevaeh. A hundred feet squared, with polished floors made of Acont wood beneath high vaulting ceilings, the east wall held a dozen ten-foot-tall windows, while the wall across from it was comprised of eight Acont wood and glass doors. The doors were open wide so the crowd of Tolemac’s citizens, who filled the center courtyard from wall to wall, would be able to see the ceremony.

Within the great hall, every king, queen, prince, and princess of Nevaeh’s ten domains was present, having arrived three days before to take part in the full proceeding of the marriage of Mikaal and Areenna. 

A sudden stir rippled through the hall. Heads turned like waves, all moving to the raised platform set in the center of the great hall. Anticipation pulsed in the air, not unlike a lightning bolt about to release its charge.

When the music reached a crescendo, the myriad of voices lowered, and every eye fastened on the three figures standing on the platform: High King Solomon Roth, High Queen Enaid of Tolemac, and King Nosaj of Freemorn. 

Enaid, standing between the two kings, stepped forward. The room went utterly silent. The double doors of the north entry opened, and through them came Mikaal and Areenna, followed by Neleh. The triangle of the three most powerful sorcerers in Nevaeh added to the electricity skipping throughout the room. 

Mikaal, his dark hair tied back with a silver band, was dressed in shades of blue; his sword hung at his waist. At the base of the platform, he and Areenna moved as one, climbing the seven steps to the top, and stopping before Enaid. The music ended with their last step.

Enaid looked into the blue depth of Mikaal’s eyes for a half dozen seconds before turning her gaze to Areenna. The High Queen’s first words were like thunder; so complete was the silence of the room. “I have seen the measure of your love for Mikaal—for my son; I have seen the measure of his love for you, Areenna. I know, from this day forward, the two of you will be one, above anything and everything, you will be one.” 

Roth stepped from behind Enaid to stand at her side. He looked at Mikaal, then Areenna, and then faced the sea of onlookers. He swept his gaze across the up-tilted faces gathered around the platform before turning back to Mikaal and Areenna. “It is said that when two people live, love, and fight together, trusting their lives to each other without qualm, without hesitation, and, both willing to sacrifice their lives for each other and for the good of our world, it is without doubt that these two people will never willingly part.”

Roth swallowed back the emotions threatening to break loose, paused to let his words sink into everyone’s minds, and then spoke again. “I have watched the two of you in everything you have done, and I know this holds true for you. Areenna, I watched you save the life of my son. I watched you,” he addressed Mikaal, “save Areenna’s life as well. I have observed you both at the point of willingness to offer up your own life to be certain the other survives.”

He looked from Mikaal to Areenna. “There is no greater love than what the two of you have proven lay between you. And because of who you are,” he added, his eyes twinkling and his voice growing louder, “I cannot wait to hold my first grandchild.” 

A roar from the crowd greeted his words as he lifted the bonding knife from the small table before him, the knife he and Enaid had gifted them, and held it aloft for all to see. 

Stepping out from behind the couple, Neleh went to the table, and opened a pure white binding cloth. She spread the cloth out and picked up a second blooded cloth—the gift from Nosaj, stained with the blood from his marriage to Areenna’s mother—and set it on the first. She wrapped the first around the faded bloodstained gift, turning the two into one while leaving the ends of the white cloth unfolded and hanging.

Lifting it above her head, she turned in a circle to show the gathered guests the purity of the white cloth before placing the cloth length-wise from wrist to elbow across her free forearm. She turned and stood before Mikaal and Areenna. If she had been of the normal height of a Nevaen born woman, she would have knelt with a pillow raised, but since she was smaller, she remained standing, her arm raised in offering. 

At the nod from Roth, Mikaal and Areenna stepped to each side of the young woman and faced each other. Areenna laid her left arm on the cloth, palm up and drew the sleeve above her elbow. Mikaal placed his left arm on the cloth, his palm face up: their forearms pointed in opposite directions. 

Roth stepped across from Neleh and turned the knife blade downward above their arms. He looked at Mikaal, placed the tip just short of his inner elbow bend and, in one swift motion, sliced the skin just deep enough to draw a thin three-inch-long line of blood. The instant the blade left Mikaal’s skin, he repeated the act with Areenna. 

Roth stepped back as the blood flowed just enough to drip from forearm to the cloth beneath their arms. The moment he stepped back, Enaid moved forward, a plain ceramic chalice in her hand; and, Mikaal and Areenna placed their forearms together, raised their arms and twisted them without allowing their skin to part.

They stood still, their arms upraised and their palms facing. Neleh tied the loose ends of the white binding cloth around their arms, locking their forearms together as their fingers did the same with their hands.

When Neleh stepped back, Enaid took Neleh’s place before them and looked into Areenna’s eyes. When she spoke, it was low. “Are you prepared for what may come?”

“As long as Mikaal is at my side, I am prepared.”

Enaid turned to her son. “Are you prepared for what may come?”

“I am prepared and I welcome what comes as long as Areenna is at my side.”

Enaid watched their arms, and when the first drop of their mingled blood broke through the bonding cloth and fell to the floor, she knelt and placed the chalice at that exact spot, stood, and stepped back. “Speak your oaths of bonding.”

Raising their arms higher so all could see the bound limbs, Mikaal gazed directly into Areenna’s eyes “I, Mikaal of Tolemac, Son of Roth and Enaid, give myself in bond to Areenna of Freemorn, and accept her as my mate, to hold her equal with myself, man to woman, warrior to warrior, mate to mate and equal to equal.”

Areenna released her long-held breath, stopped herself from falling deeper into his eyes, and willed the pounding of her heart to slow. “Today, I, Areenna of Freemorn, Daughter of Nosaj and Inaria give myself in bond to Mikaal of Tolemac and accept him as my mate, warrior to warrior, equal to equal.”

The instant Areenna spoke the last word, Enaid stepped forward and lifted the small chalice from the floor. She held it in both hands, and offered it to Nosaj, who stood to her left. 

Nosaj turned in a full circle. “Blood to blood, heart to heart. The blood has mingled, binding together Mikaal and Areenna.”

He nodded to Neleh, who stepped forward again and untied the binding cloth. She knelt and placed the cloth on the floor in the same place where the chalice had been. 

Nosaj handed them the chalice and together, Mikaal and Areenna turned the chalice upside down, and let the blood spill onto the binding cloth. The deep burgundy liquid was absorbed into its fibers in an abstract vision of white to deep red streaks.

Nosaj picked up the cloth and held it aloft. “Blood has joined blood and can never be separated. The cloth holds the evidence of what has transpired this night. Bonded are this man and woman, joined before all dominions of Nevaeh.” 

<><><>

Areenna closed her eyes and joined with Gaalrie, who soared above Tolemac. The moon, barely a quarter full, gave more than enough light for the giant grey and black treygone to see everything far below and above, and to give Areenna a clear view of the world outside the walls of the keep.

It was a magnificent night, the stars sparkled in a cloudless sky, she could ask for no more. She closed her eyes, sent a wave of warmth to her aoutem, and received the same in return. Go, sister; fly, hunt.

“My Lady,” her chambermaid said with a final brush stroke through Areenna’s pale blonde hair. “Is there more I can do?” 

Areenna blinked several times, ending the joining with her aoutem. “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. 

She cut 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, inspecting herself one last time in the mirror. 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; rather, it was plain white, shadowed only by the flow of her body encased within the material, which 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 before the mirror, spun, and glanced over her shoulder. A single strand of braided 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?

<><><>

Mikaal stood at the window, gazing out at Tolemac. Within the happiness of the day, a sense of the unknown held him in place. Tonight would be the first time he would share a bed with Areenna as his wife. He’d waited for this night, looked forward to it, longed for it...

“Mikaal.”

His whispered name floated through the air and he turned. When his eyes fell on Areenna, all thoughts fled along with an involuntary explosion of breath.

<><><>

Areenna’s heart skipped at the way the moonlight filtered through the window to outline him with an ethereal haze of yellow and white. She drank in the beauty of the way the light framed him, as she would the most flavorful of wines, and when she had drunk enough, she walked forward, knowing this was not a dream produced by the Dark Masters. “Mikaal.”

He spun when she called his name, his eyes widening, and the corners of his mouth tugging upward. They met in the middle, their arms securing their bodies to each other, their lips joining as had their forearms in the ceremony. Fire spread through their bodies in a torrent. 

Responding completely, she stared into the bottomless depths of his grey eyes, neither willing to close their lids and hide the other from view. With one hand on her shoulder and the other settled in the small of her back, he drew his lips from her. I have dreamed of this night for so long. 

Lifting her hand, she caressed his cheek. Her fingers traced his lips. As have I.

He drew her face to his and kissed her. He pulled her length tighter to him, pressed her close. He slid his mouth from her lips to the soft skin of her neck. His hand moved from her shoulder to just below the nape of her neck, his fingers seeking the wedding knot. His lips burned across her skin and a low moan bubbled from her mouth. 

Areenna’s body arched against him. The explosion of heat from the special place where her abilities flowed from exploded outward. Suddenly his abilities reacted to her and burst forth, surrounding her while drawing her powers to him. At the exact same time, her powers drew his to her. Heat raced through her, turning her blood to lava. Her fingers dug into the muscles of his back as she accepted the passions ruling her body. So deeply do I love you.

So deeply are you loved, he responded silently. He tugged the braided leather and the wedding knot unraveled, the long leather taking on a life of its own, and sliding downward until it fell on the floor and the dress opened. Areenna drew back from him and shrugged her shoulders. 

The dress slipped from her shoulders and tumbled to the floor.

She watched Mikaal’s eyes follow the dress’s fall. A heartbeat later, he scooped her from her feet, carried her to their bed and placed her upon it, their powers and abilities fitting together even before their bodies became one.
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CHAPTER 3
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The Summoning
Within the red mist of the never-ending deterioration of what was once one of the world’s great seats of civilization, the Eight stood in a perfect circle. The sorceresses swayed in time to their joined thoughts, their strange half-snuck, half-human bodies covered with grey cloaks. Their eyes, deeply set in black skin, were all that could be seen within the shadowed cowls. Behind them rose the silvery spire, the shining needle that—alone of everything on the Island—had survived three millennia and which had been the symbol of resistance in the twenty-first and twenty-second centuries.

The sorceresses sent a seeking outward. Their minds drawing power from each other and from what lay beneath the Island, traversed every inch of Nevaeh. Slowly and carefully, they sought any survivors from the invasion, any Dark Master whom might have escaped.

During the five months since the final battle, the Eight followed the same ritual twice each day, once in the morning after rising, and once just after the sunset. At the end of each day, the results were always the same: they’d found nothing. Still, rather than accept that all the Dark Masters died that day, they repeated the process daily and without fail, understanding they had no choice. The Eight were aware that they must do this until they knew with absolute certainty that every Dark Master, and every Afzaleem sorceress had died in the final battle, ensuring that no trace of them would ever again walk the earth.

Hold here, ordered The Speaker of the Eight several nights after the wedding of Mikaal and Areenna. Feel you not this strangeness? Feel you not a familiarity centered in the abnormal emptiness?

We have been to this area before. There is nothing in the desolation there, one of the Eight responded.

Again. Search it again, The Speaker commanded. The swaying stopped. Each concentrated on the spot Ruth showed them. Nothing do I feel, insisted the sorceress to Ruth’s right. 

She stared at the sorceress, into her orange-red eyes, watching the quivering of her nostrils and then looking at the sorceress next to her. She stared at each one in turn, waiting, listening, feeling, then she exhaled. Nothing; exactly. Yet at the same time, I sense life—dark desperate life.

The Eight concentrated harder. To me, The Speaker commanded, to me. Within the space of a breath, the seven sorceresses pushed their minds to The Speaker. She took it all in, held it to herself, and then slowly and carefully, explored the strange emptiness. She pushed and probed and like a dangelore circling a dying animal, she hovered above the dead land and pushed downward. Her probe drilled downward into the strata of the earth itself, until The Speaker hit a strange block.

Failing to penetrate the block, she pushed her senses to it, skirting the surface without probing deeper, and sniffing at every telltale mark of the block like a wild gorlon tracking its prey, until at last, she recognized the faint emanations holding the block in place. 

A quarter minute later she released the joined power and gasped for a breath of the red-misted air tainting the Island. She closed her eyes and shook her head. It is he... It is Fasil. He lives, as does she.

<><><>

Asleep on their silks, Areenna stretched. Her eyes were closed, her breathing slow and easy. She slept comfortably next to Mikaal inside their lean-to, set beneath the branches of a giant gazebow. Just as the sun rose on the horizon, Areenna’s back arched involuntarily, an electric-like shock passing through her. Her eyes remained closed; her mind fully alert and aware of what was happening far away on the Island. Through her closed lids, she could see and feel everything. When The Speaker of the Eight locked her orange-rimmed eyes on Areenna, the old sorceress offered Areenna a slow nod of acknowledgement before turning her palm face up and curling her fingertips to her palm in an unmistakable gesture of ‘come to me’. To Tolemac, then to us, came the silent words.

The Speaker disappeared, and Areenna’s body went slack. A half-minute later she opened her eyes. Not again! She turned and stroked Mikaal’s cheek. 

“Wake, my love,” she whispered aloud.

Mikaal stirred but slept on. She put her hand on his bare chest, and ran her fingernails across it. Wake, my love. 

He stirred, stretched, opened his eyes, and smiled. “You are beautiful.”

Areenna’s eyebrows rose, the corners of her lips quirked upward. “This is the seventh morning we have been here; you have said the same thing every morning.”

“It is but the truth. What more could I ask than to wake beside you?”

“You have been waking beside me for two and a half years.”

“Oh, yes, usually I woke near you and at times next to... But you were Areenna of Freemorn, not Areenna of Tolemac, the woman to whom I am now bound and to whom I wi—”

“—will do nothing else with, except to eat and pack and return to Tolemac.”

He turned onto his side, gazed into her green eyes, and caressed her check. “I had something much nicer in mind.”

I know you did, but a vision woke me ... more than a vision. We must return to Tolemac. The Speaker calls us. Come, see.

Mikaal accepted the invitation to join with Areenna and saw The Speaker motion with her hand, and then speak the five words. When he separated from her, he shook his head. Have they not taken enough of our lives that they want more, even now, after we defeated the Dark?

“We know not for certain this is bad.”

Mikaal laughed. “When has their call meant anything but? No, my love, they want us to do more.”

She leaned forward, kissed him, and drew back. “If we are needed, it is because something has happened. We must learn why they want us in Tolemac.”

“Perhaps, but I am not happy, not in the least.”

“Still, My Lord, it is our duty, our obligation.”

“A fact I know all too well, My Lady,” Mikaal quipped before he rolled to his knees, stood, and gazed at her from head to toe. 

“My Lord,” Areenna said, looking at him. “You’ve forgotten your clothing.”

“And yours, My Lady?” He bowed slightly  and offered his hand.

She smiled at him, took his hand, and before he could react, she pulled him down to her. Perhaps, My Lord, we need more ... sleep?

The heat from her body spread across him. Perhaps, My Lady, we do indeed need more.
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Neleh
Neleh was aware of everything even though she stared at the large rock on the ground, a good fifty feet from her, in the center of Tolemac’s training grounds. Twenty feet to her left, Enaid and Queen Enna watched her, while a hundred yards behind her, in one of the training grounds’ observation towers, Roth and Noslen, the Captain of Tolemac’s four Six groups, watched as well. 

While Neleh knew they were there, it mattered not: her concentration was fixed on the large three-hundred-pound boulder brought yesterday by cart and set on the ground by five soldiers. Ten feet to her right, like book-ends, Neleh’s aoutem, Duv, lay on the ground next to Enaid’s gorlon, Irii. They too watched Neleh’s every move.

Neleh’s body vibrated in tune with everything around her, while deep within her abdomen, her powers coiled and uncoiled, not unlike snucks writhing in a basket. Beads of sweat broke across her forehead, her hands turning into fists as she struggled to raise the boulder.

She stopped, exhaling loudly, turned to Enaid, and she shook her head. I cannot!

You could if you would stop trying so hard. Do not force yourself, you know better. What difference think you is there between a small rock and this boulder? None! Lift it! the High Queen ordered.

I need Areenna and Mikaal!

You need you!

Although Enaid’s words were silent, they roared through Neleh’s mind. She tore her angry gaze from the High Queen and faced the rock. “I need them,” she mumbled in a whisper so low no one could hear the words. 

Taking a deep breath, Neleh drew her powers forth. This time, before she released her abilities, she held them prisoner until she thought she would burst. When she released them, burning trails of lava jumped forth from the space within her womanhood to speed through every nerve, vein, and artery in her body. 

She held herself still, containing the growing fury she was birthing, and raised her arms parallel to the ground, her fingers outstretched and ready to direct her powers at the rock.

She had lifted and moved rocks a dozen times with Areenna, although never one this big. I will do this, she told herself. I will do this! At the instant she released her powers, she summoned the ability Areenna had gifted her—the ability to move objects—and, trying to contain the anger she had been directing at herself for failing, demanded the bolder to rise. 

The rock shuddered. Flecks of dirt fell from it. She pushed harder, and the rock moved slightly back and forth, as if trying to unstick itself from the earth. Then it stopped.

Her frustration climbed. The muscles of her shoulders knotted, her hands trembled as the sixteen-year-old sorceress glared at the rock, her fury escalating with her inability to lift it. Neleh’s hands turned claw-like, her powers flared again; a lightning bolt rising from below. She pushed herself at the huge rock. Still it would not move. 

The muscles on her neck corded. Veins popped out along the surface of her forehead. “Now!” she screamed, releasing her long-held anger in one explosive second. As if she had used her bow, there was a reverberating twang not unlike the vibrations of a bow string after the release of an arrow, followed by a sharp cracking sound, which was instantly followed by an even louder blast. The rock shattered. Yet not a single piece of rock flew anywhere; rather, every last particle of the boulder folded into itself and crumpled into a speck of dust. 

In the space of the heartbeat that followed the explosion, the speck of dust emitted a crackling discharge and burst into a cloud that blanketed the training grounds for several seconds before settling to the ground. 

Everyone standing in the courtyard was covered with a rain of fine rock powder. Enaid wiped a hand across her eyes, removing the powdery dust and blinked several times. “That wasn’t exactly what I had in mind; move the rock, Neleh, not destroy it! As you see, anger gets you nowhere.”

Neleh stared at the soot-covered High Queen, and at Enaid’s mother, who was also wiping the debris from her eyes. “I know that ... Grandmother.”

“What did I say about calling me—”

“My apologies, My Lady,” Neleh inserted, her eyes dancing as she offered a semblance of a bow to the High Queen.

Enaid snorted. “She acts like a ... a ... little girl ... why cannot sixteen-year-olds be normal people?”

Queen Enna laughed, then spit out more of the rock dust. “For her to act like this, after everything that’s happened—such is not bad. You did no less.” 

Enaid’s scowl fled, followed by a quick nod. “Yes, I forgot what I was like at that age. One-third woman, one-third child, one-third sorceress. A difficult time for anyone, much less a woman-child such as she, who has had to accomplish so much. I—”

Whatever she was about to say was cut off by the cry of a giant treygone echoing across the training grounds. From high above, a black, grey, and cinnamon feathered giant of a bird dove straight for Neleh.

“They’re back!” Neleh called while she raised her arm for Gaalrie to land upon.

A minute later, Areenna and Mikaal emerged from the tree line and headed toward them. You are back early, Father Guardian.

Perhaps not so early; what will you destroy next? The keep? 

Your mother kept pushing me; it was an accident.

When it comes to magic, little one, Areenna cut in on their silent conversation, there are no accidents. I felt your anger before I saw you.

Neleh lowered her head. I understand. I will not let this happen again.

Anger invites the dark, you remembered that not.

With Mikaal’s renewed warning, Mikaal and Areenna dismounted and Mikaal opened his arms. Neleh flew into them, hugged him, and
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