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PROLOGUE
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Sniffing the mountain breeze flowing from the high peaks to the foothills, Ailish, the young Queen Mother of Morvene caught the scent of pine within the cool air signaling the oncoming change of season. She smiled at her granddaughter Elleda, and said, “This is the—”

Before she could say more, everything disappeared. Elleda was gone, the mountains no longer existed, and the tendrils of a long ago yet-unforgotten sensation filled her mind. She barely heard her aoutem Yar, growl as he sensed something happening.

Apologies I offer for this intrusion. There is no choice, came the well-remembered texture of the words running through her head. The Speaker of the Eight’s voice was one she could never mistake or forget, not even thirty years after last feeling the old sorceress’ intrusion into her mind.

What need you with me? 

To the Island must you come. This is not an idle calling, nor an easy one for us to make, for a grave danger approaches, one unlike any before. You are summoned to be of service to Nevaeh itself.

And if I refuse?

Then all you love, and all you have done, will perish. Your husband’s death will have been for naught. If you refuse, all the women who follow will never be born. A thousand years have we guided Nevaeh, and it is only the beginning. 

The Speaker paused suddenly, then said, You are a woman of great power, Ailish; and understand your obligation to such power you do. You will not refuse.

Why me?

Ignoring the question, The Speaker said, Within seven days must you reach us. Be wary, forces are being marshalled against you. Dark and dangerous they be.

For how long will I be gone?

A strange silence followed her question, a silence unlike any separation between thoughts and words she had ever known; rather, it was an ominous and empty sensation within her head. When The Speaker of the Eight answered her question, Ailish’s heart stopped.

Say your goodbyes to all you love, we foresee not your return. 
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CHAPTER 1
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Nevaeh, the Third Millennium
3256 AD

Not a half mile distant from the dominion of Llawnroc, a half hundred ships rode the sea beneath a cloudy moonless sky. The ships were anchored directly in line with the high cliffs of Nevaeh’s most southern costal palisades. The ships were hidden in a bubble of watery mist, raised to conceal them from any inquiring eyes—if such could see that far. The ships and those within them were shielded to prevent any of Nevaeh’s sorceresses from sensing them.

The hour was late, almost halfway to dawn when a slightly bent robed man crossed the deck. Wrapped within the deep grey robe, he used a wooden staff to help move him forward. Another mist, dark and impenetrable, surrounded his body, effectively making him appear invisible to any on board who might see his rush toward the railing.

Reaching the ship’s side, he climbed the railing and jumped over. He held his staff close to his chest while the whirling grey mist hiding him, suspended him above the water, and then carried him to shore and up onto the top of the palisade itself. There, he grasped his staff in one hand, and walked north, moving steadily toward his destination. In a cloth bag attached to his waist was a skein of water and an ancient book.

An hour after the robed figure left the ship, two Dark Masters stood at the bow. Behind them a hundred followers moved in a frenzied pattern until the ship’s bow turned toward the notch in the palisades where the first Master had disappeared.

“I sensed him not; I felt an absence,” the first said to the other.

“Why is he doing this?”

The first Master, the pale brownish skin of his head and face barely visible within the shroud of his hood said, “He has lost his way. His thinking ... it has become wrong.”

“Can we stop him? Can we ... help him?”

Fasil Abdul-Mu'eid, whose name meant Servant of the Restorer, was the second oldest Dark Master of the Circle of Afzal. He spoke silently to the others. We have no choice. He stepped back, looked at the sails, and raised his arms. Speaking in a low rumbling voice, he moved his hands in semi-circles. Within seconds a gust of wind filled the sails.

The ship moved forward, skimming over the water, and picking up speed on its race toward shore. The other Dark Masters joined together. All had their arms raised. The sails billowed, propelling the ship faster. Four minutes later, the ship came to a grinding halt, its bow embedded in the gravel and sand of the cove’s shore.

Cries and shouts rose from the deck as the Masters urged their creatures over the sides. The Masters led them to the rough face of the palisade, where they formed into ranks and prepared to scale it.

“He must be stopped.” Fasil Abdul-Mu'eid glared unblinking at the night sky above. The Dark Master they chased was of the fifth generation of the Circle of Afzal and was the most powerful of all the Dark Masters. For a thousand years, the Masters had grown stronger and more powerful. Each generation was stronger and lived longer than the generation before them. Fasil knew that with their increased power and unending supply of ghazi slaves to feed on and replenish their life forces, he and the other Masters would be the last generation—they were as close to immortal as possible. Death would only come through war or deceit.

What has he done? asked one Master, his mind thought directed at Fasil. 

Fasil Abdul-Mu'eid shook his head. A fool is he, Fasil responded in the same silent mind talk. Jalil Ben Afzal has grown insane. No longer a part of the Circle is he, the fifth direct descendant of our great leader. We must stop him before he does harm to us. He goes to join the witches of this putrid land.

We must go after him, said another.

The seven Dark Masters looked at each other and nodded as one. Fasil stepped to the center of the seven; the Masters on each side closed the circle. Fasil raised his arms toward the sky, closed his eyes, and spoke in the ancient language of his kind.

A heartbeat later, the grey mist swirled around them, lifted, and carried them to the top of the palisade, at the exact place the first Dark Master had landed upon.

Thirty seconds later, Fasil knelt and pushed his hands into the sand and gravel beneath him. He closed his eyes and sent out a questing thought. He struck a blankness he had never before experienced.

He tried again, and his thought was stopped at the edge of the strange blankness. He shook his head and stood. I cannot find him. We are at a disadvantage without our eighth Master, Fasil admitted. Then he tried again. This time he struck at the blankness, seeking a way through the guard the Master had created. 

He spent ten minutes seeking, exploring, and testing, until he gained one fact. He opened his eyes and looked about the circle of Masters who were staring down at him as he withdrew his hands from the ground.

Why has he done this? came the question from one of them.

Standing, Fasil fastened him with jet black orbs that glowed eerie green within the darkness of the night. He looked from that Master to each of them in turn. He has misconstrued something he read. His mind has weakened, and he now pursues false dreams. 

We have just seen how he has weakened us! We are now seven. Our powers are diminished, came the angry bolt-like thought from another.

Fasil stared at the one who had questioned him, his eyes darkening dangerously. We will do what we came to do. First must we capture him and bring him back. His son has reached his ninth decade. He will take Jalil’s place. He is strong, and he will be a great Master. 

The Staff? pushed the Master who had just spoken.

The glow in Fasil’s eyes went out. The Staff we shall retrieve, and the book as well.

If we can learn his destination.

Fasil looked from the Master who had spoken to the north. There can only be one possibility. The Island!

Go there we must, said another Master.

Fasil stood and glared at the man. He spoke aloud for the first time. “And go we will, but carefully. Think you they will sense our presence not? Think you they will allow us to get close?”

“Stronger are we than the witches!”

Look inside yourself. Look to the first time. Think you they have grown weak ... all eight? So hard did he push the thought into that Master’s mind, the tall dark shape stumbled backward. In that instant, Fasil knew he must take full leadership of the Circle. The past hundred years had given him much power and strength, and now he knew why. His destiny had finally been revealed.

Say nothing more. Go we will, to the Island. Go in stealth we shall as well. He paused to stare at three of the Dark Masters. You three will cloak the ships in so heavy a vision the witches will not penetrate it until it is too late. We will get there before Jalil and stop him!

You are certain? asked another Master.

Fasil started to respond with anger, then stopped himself. Come to me, all of you. Let us cast a foreseeing. 

Gathering together, they circled the Dark Master. Fasil held his ebony staff before him. He nodded once and each of the Masters placed a hand upon him. As one, they blended their minds to form a single consciousness. Without hesitation, Fasil took all the energy created by the Circle, and drew it in as easily as if it were but a breath of air before casting it outward in a foreseeing. 

Like an arrow shot into a dark mist, their collective minds raced after it, piercing the mists of reality to enter an ethereal plane. As they sped forward, they saw the truth of Fasil’s words. They saw Jalil, riding a kraal and moving northward. In three or four days they saw he would arrive at the Island.

Then the foreseeing shifted; they watched as a woman rode a kraal with two kraals following behind. She was going to the Island. They sensed how powerful this sorceress was—so powerful a woman they had never before encountered other than the Eight of the Island. They knew instantly the degree of danger that would be created if she and Jalil met. 

Stop them we must. We need be near the Island by afternoon of the third day from today. 

The woman, one said. She must be stopped.

I will tend to that.
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CHAPTER 2
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The late afternoon sky was gently yielding to the softer pastels of the evening when Ailish rode through the outer gate of Aldimor’s capitol, Dees. Unlike the clear pathway of the golden orb in deep descent behind her, Ailish struggled with emotions she could not, and must not, give into. Rather than succumb to her emotions, she sat straighter in the saddle, squared her shoulders, and gazed at her surroundings. Her face was a study in neutrality.

But her feelings could not be stalled. Thoughts of her farewells to her son and her grandchildren haunted her. Before leaving Morvene, she had spent time with each grandchild, explaining she must go on a journey and would not return for a long time. To her son and his wife, she told what she knew of the truth. 

Her son Leumas, King of Morvene, objected with all his might. But his objections held no power over her; rather, she stroked his cheek and smiled at him. “How proud I am to have seen you sit upon the throne of Morvene these past seven years. How proud I am,” she repeated, “To see how you have grown and matured into a wise, strong, and understanding king. I have counseled you, and given all I can. Now is your time to serve your people, and your queen to become your chief counselor. You and your queen are who the people look to now—as it should be.”

Ailish brushed away the memory, set aside her sadness, and looked around. The capitol of Aldimor was blossoming nicely under King Sinned’s rule. Once through the protective wall encircling the city of Dees, Ailish appreciated the way the new buildings stood out, while at the same time blended their polished stone faces in gentle contrast to the older buildings surrounding the walls of the main keep. 

It took only a few more minutes to reach the center of Dees, and the wide entrance to the keep. Before reaching the castle keep itself, three children raced toward her. Behind them, a tall woman, arms crossed over her chest, smiled her welcome to Ailish. The woman was a duplicate of Ailish, but with slightly darker blonde hair. 

A wash of sadness swept through her at the sight: her pulse skipped several beats. She quickly put her feelings aside, set a smile on her face, and forced a calmness on herself she did not feel.

Reaching them, she slid from the saddle, only to be tackled by her two youngest grandchildren. The oldest, her grandson, was nine, and stood aloof and away from the melee. “Enough!” came the order from Avla, Queen of Aldimor. 

The children slid from Ailish’s arms; a two-year-old girl by the name of Ayna, and a five-year-old girl called Sirc. Avla came to her mother and the two embraced. “Right on time,” she said to Ailish. 

No one could miss the fact the women were related, but those who did not know them would not look upon them as mother and daughter; rather, sisters were how they appeared.

“Well, Daughter, it’s but a half-day’s ride.”

“Truly, Mother, we both know sunrise until the forming of dusk is—”

“—Not what is important; my coming here today is what matters.”

The tone of her mother’s words birthed a concern that should not have been there. She started to speak, but Ailish stopped her with a wave of her hand and a directed thought. We will talk after the children are abed.

Before she could respond, a stable boy ran over, removed the bag strapped to one of the kraals, and led the three animals away.

“Grandmother,” called nine-year-old Samot, destined to be the next king of Aldimor. He was tall for his age, his face already forming the handsomeness that would be his at manhood. His hair was a deep black, which contrasted with the bronze skin of his face. He had his mother’s eyes, and Ailish’s, which was a special shade of green signaling Ailish’s blood line. 

Turning to him, she smiled and raised her arms in a welcoming gesture.

He walked into them, and hugged her tightly. “May I sit next to you at the table?”

Ailish looked at Avla, who gave an imperceptible nod. “Of course, my Prince.”

Avla stepped forward and pointed to the keep. “Let Grandmother bathe after her journey. You will see her at dinner. Go!”

The two girls raced ahead, still screaming with excitement while their older brother walked behind them, shaking his head at their silliness. 

“And when were you going to tell me another child grows within?”

“I only realized such a few days ago.”

When the evening meal was done and the children in bed, Ailish went to their rooms to wish them a good night. She held each grandchild close, and pushed a thought into their minds; more a memory of herself than an actual thought, she gave them a piece of herself they would always have to remember her with. A memory that would not fade ... ever.

With the children asleep, Ailish and Avla walked in the garden, enjoying the coolness of the night. They sat on the carved stone bench before a small fountain in the center of the garden. A moment later, Avla turned to her mother.

“Exactly why are you going back to the Island? What can the witches possibly want of you now?”

Ailish cupped her daughter’s cheek in the palm of her hand. Avla’s skin gave off the gentle and steady heat of her pregnancy, which spread upward through Ailish’s arm. 

“They have asked me to come to the Island to save Nevaeh.”

Avla’s eyes widened. “Save Nevaeh?” she repeated, her words stiff with shock of the unexpected.

She held her daughter’s green eyes with her own. “Yes, to save Nevaeh. Avla, they come yet again, the filth from across the sea, but this time the full Circle of Afzal comes as well.” Watching as Avla’s face went through several changes, she sensed everything Avla was thinking. 

“They tell you the Masters and their slaves are coming yet again, but they send no warnings to the kingdoms?” Avla shook her head. “Wrong this is. Wrong is it to bring you into this now ... wrong.”

Ailish lowered her hand, leaned forward, and pulled her daughter into a tight embrace. Her own heart was breaking, but for her there was no choice. “Hear me well. Do not continue thinking in this manner. It is perhaps our last night together and possibly the last time we will see each other.”

“The last time ... No!”

Avla shook her head, but before she could continue, Ailish pressed two fingers to her mouth, sealing her lips. “It is the way of our world as you well know—it has been so since the day Nevaeh itself was created from the ashes of the destruction of our ancestors. It was they who left Nevaeh in our hands. It was they who charged us with stopping the darkness from taking Nevaeh.” 

“Avla,” she whispered, pressing her forehead to her daughter’s, and silently said, Never forget who we are or what we do here. We have been gifted with wonderous abilities, we Women of Power, but with our gifts comes the obligation to protect Nevaeh and its people. This duty is born from our powers; it is the responsibility of every Woman of Power in Nevaeh—if one can help ... if one can stop them, even for a short time, it is inescapable one must do so, no matter the cost. 

But ...Tears formed from the moist pools of her eyes to match those streaking down Ailish’s cheeks. 

Ailish drew back and straightened. “There are no other words, nothing to discuss. I do what I must, so you, Ayna, Sirc, Samot, the one planted in your belly not a week past, and your husband may live on.”

“Mother ...” 

Again, Ailish pulled Avla into her arms, stroking her back with calming fingers, and waiting for the shock of reality to wear off enough to continue talking.

<><><>

Jalil Ben Afzal stopped in the late afternoon, twenty hours after escaping the ship and reaching the southern palisades. He was in the borderlands separating the wastelands from the borders of Llawnroc, Aldimor and Morvene, perhaps seven hundred miles from the Island.

He had pushed himself hard, but because he could not use his full powers for travel, he used a minimal amount to maintain the mist moving him over the ground at a faster pace than walking. If he had used his full power, the other Masters would immediately become aware of his expended energy, and his location. 

That, and the fact he could not use his powers to reach the Island, added to the risks of travel. For their own protection, the Eight of the Island had created a psychic barrier to prevent anyone from entering the Island other than from the Landing dock.

He scanned the area, sensing for any life, and found an abundance. Unlike life in the wasteland, where quasi-human creatures lived in fear of their Afzaleem mistresses—the black sorceresses he and the others had trained so well—the borderland held much life.

He drew his senses back. He could not allow his thoughts to wander, the risk was too great. One slight moment of thoughtlessness would make him vulnerable. He must control the blocking shield he’d built to prevent the other Masters from finding him. 

If the ones below the ground told their mistresses of his presence ... He shook off the thought.

The Masters knew he was gone—he’d sensed them rushing after him, and was well aware they would never stop seeking him. He also knew he would not be welcomed back within the Circle. For his betrayal and rejection of the Circle and its Masters, his life would be forfeit the moment they found him. Then, with the Staff of Afzal, they would elevate his son to the Circle, and destroy Nevaeh and enslave its people.

When he had learned how horrendous the deception, how terrible the loss, he became determined to help the Nevaens no matter what the cost to him personally. 

His foreseeing, when he’d looked to the future for guidance, had shown they would catch up to him within four days. He understood as well, by reaching the Island, he had an excellent chance of leaving before the others reached there.

The errant Dark Master, the direct descendant of the founder of the Circle of Afzal itself, exhaled slowly and started walking. He was tired. He had not replenished his energy in a long time, not because he did not have the slaves to do so, but because he had chosen to never sacrifice another’s life energy to renew himself. He could go for very long periods, but eventually he would either feed or die.

He had lived close to two hundred years by feeding off the energy of the ghazi slaves they bred. Twenty years ago, he had discovered a different version of his ancestor’s Quran, which he learned was not the version of the book the Circle had been using for almost a millennium. He’d read it constantly, reading and rereading until its entirety was lodged solidly in his head. 

The ancient book was a revelation, and when he had finally come to understand what the Quran was teaching, he realized not just the error his great ancestor had made, but the absolute darkness Afzal Mahmud Terak had unleashed on the world—a dark and evil vileness which had destroyed the world.

When he explained this to the other Masters, they had all demanded he stop. The emanations coming from them were packed with an unreasonable level of fear ... one he had never before witnessed; he’d never mentioned it again—but he never stopped thinking about it either.

Jalil shook his head and smiled a crooked smile as he walked steadily along knowing somehow, he would do what he was meant to—find a way to help the people of Nevaeh, despite those who now tracked him.

As he let his thoughts wander, he entered a meadow where a herd of wild kraal grazed. He walked to them, eyeing the magnificent animals. Nevaeh was the only place, anywhere in the world, with kraals. These magnificent animals, which he knew to be the mutated descendants of horses, were part of the reason the forces of the Masters had been unable to conquer Nevaeh. Kraals had thick strong legs and a large triangular-shaped head, which looked like a cross between the extinct horses he had seen pictures of and a viper’s head, with short pointed ears.

He was aware, as were all the Dark Masters, of the unique synergy between the women of Nevaeh, and the animals of Nevaeh. And although the women were the most powerful of the people of Nevaeh because of their paranormal abilities, the men somehow formed a different bond with their kraal. Not a psychic one, but something almost as powerful, a physical bond.

Jalil held still, one hand grasping his staff, while the other was outstretched toward the small herd of wild kraal. A few seconds later one of the smaller kraals, a white, blue, and tan kraal of perhaps fourteen hands turned its triangular head toward Jalil.

The kraal left the herd and walked slowly toward where he stood. Jalil stretched his arm toward the animal. In the two minutes it took the kraal to walk to Jalil, the Master reached into its mind, and a bond of sorts was made. It was far from the type of bond a Woman of Power makes with their aoutem.

When the kraal reached him, it bent its front legs and knelt. Jalil climbed on its back. The kraal stood, and under Jalil’s psychic command, headed north.

They hadn’t gone more than a dozen yards when a flash of light exploded before him. He knew the flash wasn’t in front of him; rather, it had exploded in his mind. Suddenly, the world spun: he saw himself on the kraal, nearing the Island. In the waters surrounding the Island rode the Master’s fleet of ships. The vision ended as abruptly as it began.

Knowing he had no choice, he dismounted, gave the kraal a mental push, and sent it back to its herd. Using both hands, he slammed his staff into the ground, forcing its tip deep into the crust of Nevaeh. 

With his eyes closed, he pushed his essence at the Staff. The old wood glowed, but he saw it not. The Staff vibrated suddenly. Slowly, the vibrations traveled from his hands to his arms, and continued until it had reached every part of the Dark Master’s body. At last, when his mind was in complete tune with the vibrations of the Staff, he pushed hard. 

Behind the lids of his closed eyes, a woman’s face appeared. Pale blond, almost white hair flowed past her shoulders. Her eyes were a deep green; her face was beautiful and powerful. He watched her leave the keep at Dees, and a little while later turn northeast toward the wastelands. He watched the sunrise light her way as she rode, and he followed her until she was deep into the forest.

He broke the casting, knowing what he had witnessed had not yet happened, but was about to.

He was facing west when he opened his eyes to absolute darkness. Clouds obscured whatever light might have come from the stars and moon; in its place was a nothingness he always experienced following a deep seeking. 

This particular vision, while it had not taken much energy, had taken much time. Judging by the darkness, he knew it had been hours, possibly as much as fourteen or fifteen hours. But this combination of seeking and foreseeing had been worthwhile. He had seen the woman would enter the wasteland in a few hours, and should reach the Island before the end of the second day. 

His had a simple choice. He could reach the Landing at the Island in moments by using his powers, but until the other Masters were hidden within their own protection of a shield and block he could not. Unlike the seeking which used only mental energy, he could not use or expend any physical energy within the psychic, for they would sense him immediately.

Once they were encased within their shields, he would be safe to use his powers, for they could not sense him from within their own sealed block.

He reached into his bag, withdrew a skein of water, and drank. Then he cast a spell of protection, lay down on the ground, and went to sleep; while in Aldimor, the first deep purple and pink bands of dawn cracked the horizon as Ailish rode out from the gates of Dees. 

<><><>

The Dark Master who had been born Fasil Abdul-Mu'eid, one hundred and eighty-seven years before, stood suddenly when a whiff of power teased at the edges of his mind. Only he, and Jalil Ben Afzal, who was the fifth-generation direct descendant of the Circle of Afzal’s founder, had lived longer than the other six. They had grown up together, and were educated together, both raised by Jalil’s father. They knew each other’s minds intimately. Only Jalil had created a family. Only Jalil had brought forth a son to follow in his footsteps, as was his right as the leader of the Circle. 

Jalil’s son, who had spent the last seventy years training as a Master, was now close to his first century. Fasil knew the boy’s powers were almost to the level of his own. The son of Jalil’s mind was powerful as well. The boy was unlike his father, who now demonstrated both weakness and unfaithfulness. That the boy would replace the father in the Circle of Afzal when they returned, was an absolute certainty now.

Fasil Abdul-Mu'eid closed his eyes, and absorbed the crumbs of Jalil’s powers that had escaped his blocking. He traced it back, his mind racing toward the origin even as he smelled victory in the air he breathed. But before he could reach its source, it disappeared.

Not all was lost. He had been right. The traitor was going to the Island. And there was another, a woman, who was joining him. Why? Who was she?

He finished his attempt at tracing the power, but did not open his eyes; instead, he sent out a seeking, which was answered within seconds. Know you this ... this woman?

The darkness surrounding the sorceress’ mind was a terrible thing to sense for an ordinary person, but for Fasil, it was beautiful! She was his prize. He had spent years cultivating this particular sorceress, turning her dark and teaching her the ways dark magic defeats the light. Slowly, carefully, he’d built her powers, turning her and her once-modest powers into the most powerful sorceress in Nevaeh. And she had learned well. He knew of no Nevaen sorceress who could match the vast powers Fasil had embedded or released within her. 

You are needed, child of my heart.

A thousand miles away, Irret sat in a cavern deep within the stones of the palisade nearest the Island. It was a place she liked because she could keep track of the comings and goings of the women called to the Island.

What is your need of me, my Master?

There is a woman, a sorceress, going to the Island. It is imperative that you find her. Kill her you can; she cannot not reach the Island!

Irret closed her eyes and concentrated. Her Master joined her, helping to propel her mind and its seeking outward. Not a minute later did she hear her Master say, There!

Irret stared at the projected image of the woman. Taller than most Nevaen women, with skin the color of golden oak, an almost unlined face, and high cheekbones complimenting a straight nose. Her pale blonde hair accented startling green eyes. 

As she took in the image, anger sparked in her mind. The well-remembered pain of fire crisscrossing her back like a whip’s lash, brought not only memory, but every last aspect of the Nevaen sorceress to her mind’s eye. 

You will do this? Fasil asked.

Irret smiled, then nodded as if he were sitting across from her. I thank you, my Lord. Destroying Ailish of Morvene for you will be my greatest pleasure.
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CHAPTER 3
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Awaking and knowing she was not alone, Ailish looked around. The moonless dark of night outside the window told her it was not yet dawn. Her senses detected no one in the room. She closed her eyes and focused her thoughts. 

From this moment onward, sleep not with your guards down.

Her eyes snapped open. I am within safe walls, Ailish told The Speaker, whose ethereal projection shimmered in the center of the room.

The Speaker’s eyes flashed reddish before fading to their normal pale blue luminescence, while the oval pupils were a deeper blue. Within the ebony folds of the skin of her shadowed face was a small mouth, more circular than oval, with pale lips set beneath a flat wide nose. For you, no longer is any place safe. Hear me well. No place! Reach us you must, and quickly done it need be. We have not the time we had hoped. The Masters have arrived and are moving against us.

The Speaker dissolved on the last word. Ailish rose, and while dressing, directed a thought to her daughter. She sat at the small table set beneath a window and wrote a letter, folded the writing cloth neatly, and printed her youngest daughter’s name on it. Then, after a short but tender goodbye to Avla, and instructions to send the letter to her younger sister, Ailish left Dees. 

An hour later, with dawn flowering on the horizon, Ailish moved northeast across the land rather than taking the single road from Dees to Northcrom and then northwest to Syrak. She could not afford the time to follow the traditional route to the Island, for such meant it would take four days. The normal way of travel bypassed the wastelands, and much of the badlands, but sacrificed time for safety.

She chose a direct line between Dees and the Island, because it saved a full day. The problem with her decision was the reason people took the longer road: Her choice of direction meant she must pass through the heaviest of the wastelands and badlands—places controlled by the dark forces of the Masters’ sorceresses. But in this, she again had little choice. 

Glancing at her aoutem, she pushed an asking to the huge rantor, and sensed Yar’s acceptance. The rantor moved ahead to lead the way into the barrier-like forest through which they would reach the wasteland. As Yar led the way, his sure footed padding, exceptional eyesight, and sense of smell combined to make him the perfect warrior to take the lead—not to mention how his hundred-plus pounds of muscle, razor sharp claws, and four-inch fangs, marked him one of the most powerful and feared animals in Nevaeh. 

If she pushed hard, she was certain the journey could be made to the Landing before nightfall tomorrow. Although it meant she had to ride through the night, there was no choice considering The Speaker’s physical projection early this morning. She had learned to sleep in the saddle long ago.

Accepting there was no alternative, she took inventory of her supplies. Her bag held enough food for two days, giving her the ability to cross the barren and the decaying areas without concern for food or water. As to the dangers always present in Nevaeh, she was far from defenseless. Her sword and scabbard, usually worn across her back, were strapped to the saddle and within easy reach; her best weapon was her bow, which carved from subtle wood of a Gazebow tree, hung with the sword. Above all, she had Yar.

With a shrug, and a mental command to her kraal, she moved northeasterly at a brisk pace. Two saddleless kraals followed, heeding Ailish’s every mental command.

She rode wisely, changing kraals every two hours and moving at the mile-shredding pace Yar set. When dusk arrived, and the sun fell behind the horizon, she bypassed the last village of Aldimor before the wasteland. The village was a landmark telling her she was more than a third of the way to the Island. 

When she was distant enough from the village, she stopped at a small clearing next to a stream. Taking the saddle from her mount, and the supply bags from the other kraal, she let the three kraals free to drink and graze.

Gathering fallen branches, she prepared a fire, igniting it with a flick of her wrist, and a pointed finger. The flames rose quickly as she waved her hand over the wood. Moments later, the fire was high and warm. 

She separated a small pot from her food supplies, poured water into it, and followed with a pinch of herbs for tea. From another bag, she added several pinches of a plant that would help keep her awake and alert. 

Setting the small pot on the fire, she took out some smoked rabt from the supplies. When the water boiled, she took the pot from the fire and set it to cool. She turned to Yar who sat behind her, no lover of fire was he, and pushed a thought to him. Hunt. Feed. 

A rush of warmth was Yar’s response. The rantor rose on all fours, turned, and disappeared into the growing darkness. He would be back once his hunt and meal were over. In the interim, she would eat, drink her tea, and rest. It would be a long night in the saddle, and possibly even longer day once they reached the wastelands. 

Finishing the cold smoked rabt, she sipped her tea and closed her mind to everything as she concentrated on resting and restoring her energy. She breathed slowly, inhaling through her nose, exhaling through her mouth, all in sync with the rhythm of her heart. 

Her mother had taught her this form of meditation in preparation for using her powers for healing, and for farseeing. This evening she meditated to reenergize. As she breathed, tracing the blood flowing through her heart, the sounds of the forest grew louder; the insects, birds, and foraging animals coming out of their day sleep to greet the night, blended with those entering their time of sleep. 

Forty minutes later, Yar touched her mind. Opening her eyes, she found the rantor sitting in front of her, watching her. She reached out and stroked his head, then scratched at a spot behind his ears, which caused him to purr. 

She stood. “Let’s pack up, old friend.”

Yar cocked his head to the side, his amber eyes seemed filled with humor. Bring the kraals back, she asked. 

Yar stretched lazily, yawned, and loped off in the direction of the kraals. While he followed Ailish’s request, she packed the bag. She finished as the three kraals returned.

Thank you, Yar. She set the bags on two of the kraals, saddled the tallest, and mounted it. She looked at the woods ahead, and with a sharp exhalation, sent the kraal forward. Yar once again took the lead, his night vision the equal of any animal in the forest.

Unseen within the thick branches above them, a jet black danglore watched Ailish and the four animals pass below it.

<><><>

Within the facade of the mighty palisades, a thousand-foot-high wall of stone lining the sea, and stretching to the far south, was a wind-carved cavern. This cavern was set in the face of the palisade, not two miles from the Island.

Deep inside, the sorceress Irret stared into a fire, but saw the licking flames not; rather, she watched her old enemy, Ailish of Morvene, through the eyes of the danglore she’d dispatched to track the Woman of Power. While the danglore’s eyes were not perfect for the night, there was enough clarity to see everything, especially Ailish riding through the forest. 

When the Woman of Power passed beneath the mutated carrion-eating bird, Irret sent the danglore ahead so she would know the exact moment when Ailish passed from the lands of Aldimor into the wasteland, which was her domain to rule.

She moved closer to the fire and the large pot set on a rack above the flames, and filled with a dark and viscous fluid, within which pieces of animals and plants and unrecognizable things floated.

Standing, she shed her robes before kneeling on the cold rock floor. With closed eyes, the black sorceress began to chant and sway, slowly at first and then with more and more erratic speed. Unlike Nevaeh’s Women of Power, a black sorceress converted by a Master, could access the darkest of magic in ways Women of Power would never use their abilities. 

For almost an hour did she carry on, her upper torso rotating as if a man were beneath her, her pelvis the pivoting point. Her flat, limp, and uncaressed breasts flopped sadly about as she called up the formulas her Master had given her to create wraiths. Whispering, shouting, and finally screaming unintelligible words, Irret sprayed the fire and pot with spittle while building the formula and the creature.

The creature shimmered in and out of the darkness. Moments later, and with black feathers glowing from the reflections of the flames, it turned into a solid elongated form above the fire. The wraith’s dead eyes, the dull black and red of burning embers, were set above and behind a long, curved weapon of a beak, and as sharp as its eight-inch claws, which shone brightly within the cavern. 

Irret reached to the floor, her claw-like nails scratching the rocky surface until she found the ret she had killed three days before. She slit its belly open with a long fingernail, then drew its entrails out, and flung them into the pot.

Only then did the black sorceress end her formula of creation, and watch the creature of darkness, part bird, part animal, grow into its full fifteen-foot size, its wings spreading upward to press against the cavern’s ceiling. Without waiting a full heartbeat, she cast a new spell—one to make it strong ... stronger than anything it would face. She worked quickly, calling out the words and putting all the knowledge her Master had given her into them, and with each raspy, long, drawn breath, she grew certain of the victory soon to be hers.

She would send the wraith after Ailish when the queen bitch of Morvene was alone and defenseless in the wasteland. The Woman of Power’s attempt to reach The Island, and interfere with her Master’s business, would end with her bones rotting on the lifeless ground of the wasteland.

Her chanting ended suddenly. She stared up at the wraith, looked it over from its huge head, to its curving spiked tail, and then closed her eyes. She pushed her mind outward, searching and seeking until, minutes later, she found Ailish’s aura a half-mile before the wasteland.

There! she screamed silently to the wraith. Go! Watch! Follow!

<><><>

It had been a long night for Ailish. She’d spent most of it thinking about one child or another, then dozed for a quarter hour or so until her body shifted and woke her so she would not fall. The last time she napped, she dreamt of the time four years before, when she’d found Yar. She had lost her aoutem a month before, and carried her sadness like a robe about her.

Yar was barely a month old when she found him trying to suckle at his dead mother’s breast. She had picked him up and held him close. There had been a sudden bonding between them ... one done so quickly it had taken her by complete surprise. It was also the most powerful bonding she had ever had with an aoutem. 

Yar was her forth aoutem. Her first aoutem had lived fifteen years. Her second, Martak, had died defending her in battle. Her third had lived a good life. And now ... She had no idea of what was to come.

She shook off the memory and stopped the kraal. It was time to change mounts. She did so every two hours, and guided whichever kraal she rode through the trees of the forest, while seeing everything through Yar’s eyes as if they were her own. Only treygones, traimores and trigetores —the dragon-like mutated descendants of eagles, hawks, falcons, and hunting owls—could see equal or better than the rantor.

As clearly as if it were day, Ailish negotiated every step. Finally, the long night was coming to an end, and an hour after changing her mount for the fourth time, purple and pink bands rose along the horizon. When she stopped to change mounts an hour later, she took a few pieces of smoked rabt, a skein of water, and sat on a large thick branch lightning had sheered from the huge maple tree she now sat beneath. By its size, Ailish estimated the tree to be hundreds of years old.

She sent a thought to the kraals, urging them to graze. She ate slowly, chewing the tough smoked meat and sipping water between bites. Yar lay next to her, his amber eyes focused directly on her. She smiled and petted his head. Hunt, eat, we enter the bad place soon. She didn’t say wasteland; she showed Yar a mind picture of where they would go next. 

Snorting his dislike of her mental image, the huge hunter rose and stretched, his muscles knotting powerfully. Yar shook himself and pushed a sense of warmth into Ailish’s mind. An instant later he was gone.

She turned to the sun, which had lifted above the horizon. Spear-like shafts of sunlight filtered through the trees and branches. Everywhere her eyes went, flashes of iridescent insects flickered in and out of the shafts of light.

She sat still for close to a half hour, meditating and absorbing the energy of the new day, and drawing in the warmth of the sun with the scent of the forest until she shook free of the moment.

Yar, she called. He touched her mind seconds later. We go.

By the time the fresh kraal was saddled, and her weapons settled, the rantor rubbed against her thigh, emitting a low rumbling purr. She reached down and scratched his head, an image of a rabt coming from Yar. He had indeed fed. 

“Lead the way, my friend,” she said aloud. Yar responded to her words as much as her thoughts. They moved steadily forward, passing through the spears of leaf-filtered light, and navigating the trees easily. They reached the edge of the wasteland a quarter hour later.

Ailish had always wondered how the wasteland was created; the edge touching the forest was a perfect curve. On one side the lushness of the forest grasses and trees, on the other, dead land. She wondered what had caused this to happen. She had heard the old legends about how the land had trembled, shifted, and changed, centuries and centuries ago ... but this? Was this a part of it? She was certain the answer was yes as she remembered the old tales.

From past experiences, she knew further in were strangely twisted plants and a few animals that somehow lived and called the wastelands their home. And in the far southern reaches—the swampy wasteland—lived all sort of unimaginable animals ...

But in these wastelands, only a few types of creatures survived. Some may have been human once, some seemed more animal, and others were a strange combination of both. While she knew this to be impossible, somehow she could not stop believing such was reality. 

No stranger to mutations, Ailish was aware of how those people who had survived the centuries since the destruction of the ancients, had one or another degree of mutation. Her mutation was in the power of her abilities, and only the women of Nevaeh were granted these powers—but not all women were Women of Power.

There were the others whose mutations were physical: some of them so horribly twisted and deformed they could not live with the others; not because of other people, but because they believed everyone else’s eyes were always upon them, staring over the strange twists or malformations of their limbs, misshapen heads, hands, feet, and bodies—the ones who did not look like the rest. 

These unfortunates became known as the exiles, for they exiled themselves from the rest of the more fortunate Nevaens, and lived either in the wastelands or near them, in the forests and other areas where people did not often go. Not all went into self-exile, but more did so than did not.

These exiles lived together in their own villages in the wastelands and border fringes. Many raised families, and of these families, the children were as all children in Nevaeh. Some showed deformities, others had no physical mutations. The children without disfigurements, as adults, often ventured into the domains of Nevaeh.

Sadly, the exiles were easy prey for the Dark Masters and sorceresses who took control of their minds and forced them to do whatever bidding they required, using them almost as if they were the ghazi slaves of the Masters. 

Ailish shook off the thoughts as she stared at the edge of the wasteland, knowing well whatever had caused this, had also caused the exiles’ conditions.

Taking a deep breath, she pushed the kraal forward, and the strange little group of a woman and four animals moved into the barren dirt of the wasteland.

The moment her kraal’s hooves touched the earth of the wasteland, a sensation of darkness washed through her. Her body went cold; her heart stuttered when the wave of darkness, like a giant’s fist, wrapped around her body and squeezed.

She looked up, back, and ahead but saw nothing. Belatedly, she realized it was a premonition.

A premonition ... of what?
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She was halfway across the wastelands by her estimate. The earlier dark premonition from the edge of the wasteland had not lingered. In fact, she thought, if everything went well, and her good fortune persisted, she would reach the black road leading through the badlands with at least two hours of daylight left. No woman, with or without power, willingly traveled the road through the badlands in darkness. 

As she rode, her eyelids dropped. She shook herself awake. Knowing she needed sleep, she called Yar back, and pushed a thought to him, showing herself sleeping in the saddle. Watch! 

Then, as she had in times of battle, she set herself on the saddle, the reins wrapped around her wrists so if there was an issue, the tug on the reins would wake her. Yar would do the same the instant he sensed or saw danger.

An hour and a half after Ailish fell asleep, she woke and looked around. Yar was a half-dozen yards away. She stopped the kraal, dismounted, and switched the saddle to the freshest kraal. She’d been pushing the kraals hard and had changed mounts twice already. This would be the third time. She ate some dried rabt, drank some water, and made sure each of the kraals had water. 

She shared the last of the water skein with Yar; there were two more in her bags, which would be more than enough to get them to the Island. She bent and rubbed her cheek against Yar’s head, relishing the warm soft fur of his coat. “It’s time.” 

She caught the kraal’s reins in her right hand, and slipped her left foot into the stirrup. As she lifted herself into the saddle, a whiplash of pure hatred struck hard—the force of the whirling malignant vileness knocked her out of the stirrup.

Falling, she hit the ground, rolled, and gained her feet. At the same instant, Yar released an ear-shattering scream. Above, clouds formed in a cloudless sky. Dark and greyish black, the churning clouds quickly blanketed the sky. Day became night: the warm air chilled to ice.

The unsaddled kraal next to her cried out, then stood trembling with fear. The kraal next to it rose up on its hind legs, and then kicked upward at some invisible threat. An instant later, the mass of churning clouds came together. Seconds later, the clouds began spinning in a circle, and then turned into a dark grey and misty funnel moving earthward. 

Watching the darkness grow above her, Ailish saw a massive bird-like creature materialize from within the swirling funnel, its feathers as black as a moonless night. The creature’s huge claws glinted like curved knives extending from all four leg-like appendages. A tail, like a spike-tipped spear the length of a man, whipped back and forth, sending droplets of the mist funnel everywhere.

Wraith! The single word and its knowledge exploded in her mind, warning her of the grave danger she faced. She had never seen one before, but knew well the stories of her parents. Wraiths were far more than just dangerous creatures of myths and legends; they were the monsters created within the darkest nether regions of black magic. Soulless creatures, conjured from plant and herb and parts of animals, and used by the Dark Masters and their black witches to kill anything their creators ordered. Wraiths were wholly commanded by the Master or witch who created them—no other sorceress could or would do so.

Grasping the pommel of the saddle in her left hand, her eyes locked on the rapidly descending wraith, Ailish leaped onto her kraal. She did not run from the wraith; rather, she pulled her bow from its saddle hook, and drew three arrows from the quiver.

The burning red coals of its eyes glared down at her, trying to penetrate Ailish’s mind and make her its prisoner. The wraith spread its wings, giving voice to a bone-chilling and terrifying screech. Beneath her, the kraal pranced nervously. The only thing stopping it from bolting was Ailish’s control of its mind.

Her mental connection to the kraal was severed suddenly as the darkness controlling the wraith took command of her hapless mount. The animal pranced and jumped madly; behind her the other kraals cried in terror. 

Ailish fought back, setting a block around the kraals, then struck at the wraith with a blast of her own powers. The wraith and its dark controller were thrown from the kraal’s mind, the wraith screaming in fury when the full force of Ailish’s powers struck it. 

Circling within the mist funnels, the wraith’s eyes focused angrily upon her while its creator’s mind attacked Ailish. The instant it struck, she deflected the stream of power and, fighting the dark spellcasting, she gripped her weapons tighter. She had to be on the ground, she realized as she blocked and then ended the attack. She needed to be sure-footed and steady to fight this hybrid necromancer of a creature. She pulled one foot free of the stirrup and rolled out of the saddle in a swift movement. 

Landing on her feet as the wraith shifted, Ailish locked her eyes on it. She knelt slowly, notching the first of the three arrows before her knee hit the ground. She drew back the bowstring as far as it would go, then focused her mind on the creature’s descent. Everything around her disappeared. The world held only she and the wraith. 

Absolutely still, her muscles strained from the effort while she centered the metal tipped shaft on the wraith. Her breathing turned shallow. She timed her breaths to the steady beating of her heart, while she waited at the ready for the winged death to come within range. 

<><><>

The black visage of the wraith plummeted earthward, its wings only half tucked to its body, leaving just enough outstretched to catch the air. Its eyes glowed a fierce red, and through them, the black sorceress stared at the woman she hated more than anyone in Nevaeh.

Now! Irret commanded the wraith, who tucked its wings against its body and increased the speed of its descent.

<><><>

Now! Exhaling at the exact instant between the beats of her heart, she released the arrow. The shaft struck the wraith in the chest, but not until Ailish had the second arrow notched and released. 

The demon bird’s scream was ear-shattering when the arrow struck. Unfolding its wings and spreading them wide, it swerved upward avoiding the second arrow. Then it circled, and as it did, Ailish watched it rip the arrow from its decaying flesh. It banked, folded its wings against its body, and started down again.

Ailish dropped the bow, fell to her knees, and sucked in a hard deep breath. Turning her hands into fists, she called up all her powers. Then she reached deep into that special place of her womanhood, from where she drew all her powers, and formed her deadliest weapon. 

The heat exploded through her lower abdomen—a violent and explosive reaction drawing up unimaginable powers. At the same time, Yar and she became fully joined. She saw the wraith through his eyes just as he did: a black shape speeding earthward, guided by two burning red eyes, and arrowing directly at her. Its speed was frightening, yet Ailish waited with eyes closed, and her hands encased in a green-blue haze of madly dancing light-filled energy. 

Yar growled. Ailish opened her eyes, locked them on the oncoming wraith, and sent the flaming blue-green power at the beast. A thunderous blast of light and sound came together. The sky danced with madly bounding spurts of orange and red flames. The wraith screamed in fury, its feathers afire, its wings shedding burning feathers as it fought to rise back into the sky.

Ailish watched the giant incarnation of perverted evil rise upward, trailing smoke and burning feathers until finally disappearing into the clouds.

<><><>

“Noooo!” The single word echoed from the walls and ceiling of the cavern, its sound both shrill and coarse. Surrounding her like a blanket of flames, the sensation of Ailish’s weapon burning through the wraith brought her terrible pain. She fell to her knees, her fingers curling into claws as she fought the fire destroying her creature. 

Closing her eyes and turning her clawed hands to fists, Irret sent a dark healing power to the wraith, sealing off the arrow’s penetrating wound, rebuilding its feathers, and clearing the rotting flesh of the stinging burns while whispering unintelligible words of encouragement. 

Angry at herself for being over-confident, and as she should have the first time, she built a shield around her creature to protect it from Ailish’s powers. 

She pushed her senses to the ground, searching, seeking. There! Gathering her powers, she pushed a massive command downward until it caught the creature below the wasteland’s surface. 

Moments later, with a low rumbling laugh, she sent her beast back, stronger than before, faster, and better protected.

<><><> 

Ailish stood, one hand grasping Yar’s fur, the other balled in a fist, while the green-blue light of her weapon’s powers continued its dance along her skin from wrists to fingertips. She disregarded the lingering evidence of evil hanging in the air. 

Then, from above, came a soul scorching darkness raining downward from the angry grey clouds, within which the wraith hid itself from her powers. Behind the clouded veil of evil she sensed something else. There had been a touch of something ... no, of someone familiar, but she couldn’t grasp its full essence. Strangely, the ground vibrated beneath her. Yar growled low in his throat. 

The clouds split: the wraith hurtled earthward; its feathers solid again, and its red glaring eyes locked on Ailish. Her skin went cold. The hand holding Yar tightened. Yar growled at the oncoming creature but did not move. 

Ailish rebuilt her powers to their fullest, drawing them upward in a swift sharp flash. She raised her left arm, opened her fist, and sent a bolt of light at the beast. Again, light and sound cavorted in the sky, but when the light receded, the beast was unharmed and still coming straight at her. 

“Shielded!” she screamed, and as the winged creature continued its mad descent at her, it grew larger and larger, the huge rotting bird of prey was half again the size of a kraal. 

Releasing Yar, she shouted, “Move!”

The wraith was almost upon them; the cat leapt forward, Ailish dove sideways and, at the very last instant, the wraith pulled out of its dive, gave vent to an ear-deafening screech, and reversed direction. 

Passing within a foot of Ailish, its claws stretching to grasp her, the wraith went vertical, its wings blurring as they lifted it upward. In its wake, a gagging stench of decay and death washed over them. The wraith rolled in the air, again reversing its direction, and sped toward the kraals. Before Ailish could react, the black creature caught one of the unsaddled kraals in its razor-sharp claws and wrapped its wings around it.

The kraal’s scream was horrible, tearing into Ailish’s mind as it died. After an instant that seemed an hour, the wraith released the kraal and shot upward, leaving behind the kraal’s bloody mutilated body.

Before the kraal’s final scream faded, Ailish rolled once more and gained her feet. Grabbing her bow, she pulled an arrow, notched it, and readied herself for the next attack. 

The ground exploded before her. A huge snuck, ten feet long and the width of a tree limb, emerged from out of the ground. Its large head pivoted toward her, twin fangs dripping acidic poison. It arched back, ready to strike. 

With one hand grasping the bow, the other on the drawn gut, Ailish had but one choice. 

Before she could release the arrow, and at the exact second the snuck struck, Yar leapt from the ground. The giant rantor caught it in his mouth, and as the snuck tried to coil around the cat’s body, Yar bit down once. The severed head flew past Ailish while the headless snuck’s body unraveled from around the rantor to lay spasming on the ground. 

Ailish spun toward the wraith, her arrow still notched and ready to attack. Although the wraith was protected from her psychic powers, the shield offered no protection against her arrows. Thank you, she pushed to Yar, then called Yar to her, her eyes never leaving the blurred shadow of the wraith, which was now a thousand feet in the sky.

The wraith held back, circling in ever widening arcs. For long dragging seconds, the wraith flew above her head. “Come to me,” Ailish whispered, knowing time was running out, and she must pass through the badlands while there was still daylight. 

She built a mind picture of her killing the wraith, and then pushed it at the evil creature in open challenge. “Come!” she screamed. Next to her, Yar roared. 

The wraith did not respond. It remained high above them, out of range of her arrows. It circled, watching like a danglore waiting for its victim to die and give it a feast. 

Keeping her eyes on the reluctant wraith, Ailish held her anger in check long enough to let reason take over. No one, other than her own family knew where she was going. Why is the wraith after me? It makes no sense. I never told my family why, only that Nevaeh was in great danger from the Masters. 

She shook her head. This is wrong! All she knew was she must get to the Island, if Nevaeh was to survive. 

But why? In the next moment, she knew she’d asked the wrong question. The real question wasn’t why she was being attacked; it was who was controlling the wraith? Who ...

She sat on the ground, trying to work out the problem while she charged Yar with watching the wraith. The big cat pressed his head to her, and she joined with him. Aided by his warmth and cat-like power, she sought the wraith with her mind.

She flinched when she penetrated the evil creature’s shield. Its aura was like touching something so foul its stink would never leave your skin. Nor, mixed so well within it, could the black depths of its creator’s aura ever be mistaken for another.

Irret the betrayer! Irret the thief! Irret, who she’d taken in and raised as one of her own. Irret, who stole not only her family’s treasures, but who she intuitively knew was responsible for her husband’s death.

Irret, seduced by one of the black sorceresses under the control of the Dark Masters. Irret, who left Morvene for the badlands. Irret, the second most powerful Woman of Power in Nevaeh, was the black witch who had been trying to kill her.

Twenty minutes later, the wraith still loomed above. Ailish studied it, knowing Irret would choose the time when Ailish was most vulnerable. It would wait for as long as it took for her to expose a weakness. She closed her eyes and forced herself to work out a way. Then reality hit.

Time! Irret is stalling me!

Opening her eyes, she knelt next to Yar. She put her hand on his head. Go, she pushed to her aoutem, run ahead, go until I call you to return, then ...

She stood, looked up at the wraith, studying it carefully as it repeatedly circled to the right. She pictured the previous attack and realized it followed the same pattern. Ailish called the saddled kraal to her. The unsaddled kraal followed reluctantly behind. She mounted quickly, adjusted her bow in her left hand, and the arrow in her right hand. 

Settling herself on the kraal’s back, she gave the animal a mental push to move.

The moment the kraal started forward, the wraith stopped circling and followed from above. She did not look at it; rather she waited, pushing her senses outward until she touched the leading edge of the shield guarding the flying obscenity. 

It descended slowly, wary of Ailish. Ailish’s senses and powers hummed beneath the surface of her mind. When the wraith dropped to within a few hundred yards, she sent out a push, then told the kraal to slow. 

A short few moments
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