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‘It is not in the stars to hold our destiny but in ourselves’

—William Shakespeare

‘Change is the law of life. And those who look only to the past or present 
are certain to miss the future’
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Nevaeh: the Fifth Millennium 

5267

DESPITE THE HEAT of the summer sun, the deep forest was cool.  From a distance, the crackle of a branch stepped upon by a large animal drifted to her.  The breeze rustling through the tree leaves cooled the sweat beading young Areenna’s brows.  She was on the last day of the traditional cleansing period before her fourteenth birthday.  She had spent the time wandering the forests, adjusting to the changes within her body and her mind—changes that had begun weeks before with her first flow of blood, and had increased a hundredfold in the past days.

Her mother had explained—not for the first time—how the final five days leading to her return home would be among the most important days of her life.  During these days, she would find her aoutem, her object of guidance.  For some it was a bird, for others an animal.  Her mother’s aoutem was a gorlon, a four-legged huntress of incredible strength.  “Remember,” Her mother had said in parting, “be vigilant, always, for you do not choose an aoutem, it chooses you.”

There would also be changes in her body, her mother had warned.  In their maternal line, it would most likely be a darkening of her skin from its almond shade to a deeper pale brown hue.  Conversely, her mother had added, there could also be a lightening of her dark blonde hair. 

In the branches high above her, she sensed something watching.  Looking up, she spotted an unusually large treygone guarding its nest.  The silver feathered male bird, lethal to any animal unfortunate enough to weigh less than its own twenty pounds, stood guard over two hatchlings.  

Areenna sensed the treygone knew she posed no threat, yet it watched her closely.

Areenna smiled at it and started forward.  The lands she was upon belonged to her family.  Few people came to this area, which bordered the outlands of the Blue Desert, a place where hideaways and outcasts lived.  The people who inhabited the desert were not those one wanted to meet—thieves, murderers, runaways and other criminals were the mainstay of the Blue Desert’s population—yet her father had made a truce with them years before.  It was a strange truce, but one which still held.

Before Areenna could take her second step, a shock tore through her head.  She stumbled and fell to her knees.  She clutched at her head, fighting off the lance of pain that burned into her.  A scream built in her throat, but died, unable to pass her lips while she stared helplessly at the giant treygone falling from its high perch to the forest floor.

A bolt had pierced its body and driven into one of the two hatchlings.  How is this possible?  Hunting was not permitted on this portion of the lands.  Not a hunter...a poacher.

From above and behind came a scream unlike any she had ever heard.  She looked up at the sapphire sky from where the sound had come.  Between two tall trees, a magnificent cinnamon and black female treygone appeared, its triangular head pointed at a spot twenty paces from where Areenna knelt.  It was the mate of the treygone just killed, the mother of the hatchlings, and the hunter of the family, and its rage tore through her mind like a brand. 

Turning in the direction the bird arrowed, she spotted the poacher sitting in the joint of two large branches, his crossbow already set with a new bolt.  He was looking up at the charging treygone, its wingspan nearly blocking the sun.  In that instant, Areenna acted without thought.  

Raising her hands toward the hunter, she allowed her pain at the male’s death to create a storm within her.  An explosion of heat spread through her and her hand glowed white.  As she was about free the weapon her mother had trained her to use, a command within her mind stopped her.

The sensation lasted but an instant, yet it was time enough for the hunter to release his bolt, and for the bird to strike the hunter.  A second blast of pain tore through Areenna’s heart and head when the two met.  The hunter shrieked as the bird hit him and buried its talons into the unarmored flesh of his face.  Locked together, they fell the thirty feet to the ground.  

They lay still at the base of the tree.  Areenna saw from the angle of the poacher’s neck that it had been broken in the fall.  The treygone’s breast had been pierced by the bolt.  Its gasps for breath were forced.

Areenna fought to rid her mind of the pain she knew was coming from the huge bird.  She staggered over to them and scooped the treygone to her.  Despite its weight, she held it gently, looking to see if there was a way to remove the bolt and save its life.

While she struggled to find a way to save it, the treygone looked at her.  Its eyes, black circles buried within cinnamon feathers, stared up at her.  Again, something tugged inside her mind, and she knew it was the treygone. 

She was not surprised by this, even though it had never happened to her before.  For years, she had listened to the stories of people who had become paired with treygones.  Then she remembered her mother’s parting words to be watchful when she had started this becoming walk.  

Sadness for the treygone weighed heavily on her. The bird had prevented her from using her powers to stop the hunter from shooting it, but she knew why.  Treygones mated for life.  When one mate died, the other found a means to follow its mate.  Today was no different.

But the hatchling...what about the baby? 

The answer came as a gentle tug in her mind, not the forceful scream of moments before.  She shook her head, trying to understand how this was happening when the bird’s chest gave a final rise and fall, its large head falling backward.

Areenna walked to a small clearing where she scooped out a grave and placed the mother within.  She returned for the male and the hatchling, brought them to the open grave, and laid them next to the female.  She filled the grave with loose earth and used a star shaped stone she’d uncovered in her digging to mark the grave.  When she finished, she climbed the tree to the nest.  

Carefully scooping up the remaining hatchling, she cradled it to her chest and returned to the ground.  She held the cinnamon, black and silver hatchling against her for warmth and started homeward, leaving the poacher to his reward...dinner for the scavengers.

Why was this happening on the day before her fourteenth birthday?  Areenna wondered while she hummed a soothing melody to the hatchling.

<><><>
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“There is no choice.”  Cupping the sides of his head, the High King of Nevaeh held himself as if trying to ease a headache of astonishing proportions. 

“There is always a choice.”  The High Queens’s voice was as soothing as was the hand stroking his back.  While smaller than most men of Nevaeh, the King was broad across the chest and shoulders, narrow at the hips with powerful legs and arms.  Yet none would have pictured him a king for his size combined with the delivery of his words served to make him appear slow-witted.  He, however, was far from slow-witted. He considered every word he spoke carefully before allowing it to pass his lips.  

His special combination of strength and intelligence had allowed him to defeat the sorceresses controlled and led by the Masters of the Circle of Afzal—the leaders of the shadowy empire across the sea.  These witches had held Nevaeh in virtual slavery, using the fighting between the ten dominions to keep their Dark Masters’ strength high—for they fed not upon earthly food, but by keeping the rulers of Nevaeh at each other’s throats, living and growing in the power created by the dark energies born from the fighting.  

By defeating the Afzaleem, he became the first person to unite the dominions of Nevaeh under a single rule while at the same time denying the Circle their Nevaen puppets.  

The king lifted his head to look into the gray eyes of his mate. “There is no choice,” he repeated.  “We must keep the trust and willingness of all rulers to allow themselves and their families to be led rather than forced.”

“There are still those who resist what we do to help them,” she said.

“No, it is because those few have no faith in me,” he whispered.  While his words were simple, they were true.  

“Perhaps...Yet I know there will be one who comes to your aid, when the time is right,” she whispered. “I have foreseen it in my dreams, My Lord. You have changed much since you became high king and you ask the people to do the same.  And remember, what follows this change is what you seek to guide, not the change itself.  The rest will take more time than you and I have, which is why you must wait for the right person.”

“How long is the wait?  We both know the situation grows dire.  The lords of the ten will start feuding again as the remnants of the Circle try to rise.  The Afzaleem are all but dead.  But we know the Circle will find new vassals to fill with darkness...if they have not done so already.  Soon there will begin fighting.  The people will be easily swayed should the dark power find a way to regain a foothold...and such can only happen when dominion fights dominion.  They almost won, and they will try again—they will never stop.  How long must the wait be?” he repeated, not seeking an answer but putting forth the question to the very air itself.  “Days?  Weeks?  Years?”

In from the window floated the voice of their sixteen year old son, Mikaal, as he trained for combat in the courtyard below.  “This person will come.  It will not be...overly long, my husband, my...Lord.  It will happen—perhaps not in the way you think it should, but it will come about the way it must.” 
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“Areenna.”  

When her father entered the chamber, Areenna smiled while at the same time noticing how tired he appeared.  So much had happened in so short a time it had aged him prematurely.  Though only in his forty-fifth year, his hair, which had been jet black, was now pure silver and contrasted sharply with his dark skin.  His eyes and face had barely changed in the eighteen years since her birth, except perhaps for the increased paths of lines radiating from his eyes, yet the pain trapped behind those forest green eyes was so powerful she could feel it.

“Father?”

“A messenger from Tolemac has arrived.”  He went to the large window to look out at the lands spread before him.  He turned back.  “The High King has called for a council.” 

Areenna was puzzled by her father’s concern.  “This is not unusual.  Why are you troubled?”

His features were thoughtful.  “There have been rumors of fighting between the dominions.”

“This can’t be.”  Her eyes darted over his face, trying to read what had not been spoken.

“Hence the King’s call for council.”

“How long will you be gone?”  Since her mother’s death, two years before, Areenna had acted as queen in her father’s absence.

“No, Areenna, it is time.  You come as well.”

“Father...”  

He stopped her with a single look. “You are eighteen.  Old enough to counsel me in state matters, as your mother would do had she lived.”

She shook her head.  “I’m not ready.”

“What your mother taught you in the two years since you returned from the school would take anyone else a decade to learn.  We leave in the morning.  Going to Tolemac will give us an opportunity to put the rumors to rest and to learn for ourselves what is happening.”

His eyes softened.  He placed his hands on her shoulders.  “See to the packing and make certain everything is arranged for our departure tomorrow.  Oh, the messenger will be joining us for the evening meal.”

<><><>

The formal eating hall was filled with sound.  Four musicians played string instruments at the far end of the dining hall.  Today, the oval table was set for three, although it could accommodate many more.  Areenna’s father, King Nosaj II sat at the head of the table, his chair slightly elevated.  Areenna sat on her father’s right, signifying she was the right hand of the King—the King’s highest advisor.  

To the King’s left sat Duke Yermon of Llawnroc, messenger of the high king.  The duke was the twin brother of Olrac, King of Llawnroc—Yermon was the younger twin, born two minutes behind Olrac.  Areenna had met him and his daughter when her father had delivered her to the School of the Lords, upon her eleventh birthday.  

The King of Llawnroc was childless and so the King’s niece, Nylle, daughter of Duke Yermon, would be the successor to Llawnroc’s throne.

“You have grown into an enchanting woman, Princess,” the duke said.

“Thank you, Duke Yermon.  And your daughter, Nylle, how does she fare?”

Glowing with pride he said, “She is well, Princess Areenna.  She is betrothed to the King’s second son, Theron of Lokinhold.”

“That will be a good match, Duke Yermon.  They were good friends at the school.  From what I remember, Theron will make a good Father Guardian for Llawnroc and a good mate for Nylle.”

“It is our greatest hope,” he said.  Although he smiled, his eyes reflected something else.  

“You are troubled,” Areenna’s father said.  He motioned to Areenna and himself.  “Can I...can we be of help?”  

“You are as kind and as perceptive as ever, Highness,” the duke said, careful to use the proper title.  The title of My Lord was used only toward two kings, the High King, and the King of a person’s ‘dom’.  The other kings were either Highness, or Sire.  “But fear not, all is well.”

“Is there a reason for the high king’s call to council?  There have been rumors of raids upon the northern kingdoms,” King Nosaj asked.  

“I have heard the same.  I have no answer for the high king’s convening of the council.”

“Unusual,” Nosaj said thoughtfully.  

“These are unusual times,” the duke admitted. 

<><><>

A few hours later Areenna stood on the parapet of the north tower, three stories above her bedroom.  Stars filled the sky and the air was quiet.  Her eyes were closed, yet she was able to see everything—the trees below, the animals foraging within them, and those few people who were still awake.  She saw two lovers fall into each other’s arms beneath a sprawling old gazebow tree outside the castle’s south wall and wondered if such would ever happen to her.  

She also thought about the duke’s daughter and wondered if she, too, would be so lucky as to find a noble son of the ten dominions to become her husband and, when she became the Queen, Father-Guardian to the future heir of Freemorn. Or even if she’d find any man to be her mate?  Sadly, yet without rancor, and barely past her eighteenth birthday, Areenna knew well that the sons of the kings and brother-regents of the other domains wanted women they could mold to reign as Queen over their own lands.  None of them would serve beneath a Queen who already ruled her own lands, even though it was only to a small degree.  And Freemorn’s men of title could not court her because she was their princess, the future mother of their next king, and as such was inviolate by law and untouchable to them.

No, it would be her lot to be a maiden queen without a king.  The line of succession would fall to one of her cousins.

Her thoughts and the sights of the night were cut short as a giant treygone landed on the balustrade surrounding the parapet.  Its long talons grasped the masonry while the giant bird arched its neck, rotating its triangular head left and right before thrusting its curved beak toward Areenna.  The folds of its six foot wingspread appeared more like fabric than feathers; her long body and elongated, tightly feathered tail were what artists of millennia past had envisioned as dragons.

The treygone’s job was done for the day.  She had flown high and wide in order for Areenna to see the land through her eyes and know all was well.

Reaching out, Areenna stroked the female’s head, cooing softly.  “Gaalrie,” she said to her aoutem, “how will you fare in Tolemac?”

In response, Gaalrie arched further and spread her wings to their full six foot width before she leapt from the edge of the wall and soared upward into the night to hunt and play.  The giant bird sent a parting thought—a feeling to Areenna—it was one of calmness and strength.

<><><>

Morning came swiftly for Areenna, who had woken long before dawn to finalize the preparations for their departure to Tolemac.  A half hour after sun-up she was seated with her father and the duke at breakfast.  The servants moved quickly about them, following her orders to waste no time. 

“Will you be going to Tolemac with us?” Areenna asked the duke.

Duke Yermon glanced at her father and then at her.  “If I could...  My brother sent me a message asking me to sit his throne while he attends the council.”  He paused to sip the heated spice water, and then smiled off-handedly.  “In another year my daughter and her husband will handle such chores.”

Areenna studied him silently.  In the space of a breath, a familiar feeling swelled within her.  Unable to stop, she reached out to touch the top of the duke’s hand with three fingertips.  There was a sudden rush of colors across her eyes from palest yellow to the inky darkness of a black mud bog that sucked her mind toward it.  She flinched, snatched her hand away, and said, “I...you must allow Nylle to sit the throne in Llawnroc.”  A dark blood-red flash replaced the inky bog and she returned her fingers to the back of his hand so the pieces of the vision would finish playing out.

When it finally came, her gasp was loud and uncontrolled.  It took her another minute before she could speak.  Her voice was tight, almost choking.  “You have to be at court.  Your daughter must stand in your place.  If you are not there...I fear...I am afraid of what might happen.”

She pulled her fingers from his skin as if they’d been burned.  “My apologies, Sir, I—”

“No, Areenna, no apologies,” the duke said quickly.  “What might happen to whom?  What saw you?”

She looked first at her father, who nodded.  To the duke she said, “I cannot be sure, but there is something dark, something foreboding at Court.  Your brother is in grave danger, which is all I know.  I...the seeing, it is not yet strong within me,” she explained.

“But stronger than any other woman your age.”  Her father looked at Areenna with great concern, and then turned to the duke.  “I would suggest you listen to my daughter, Sir.”

Duke Yermon glanced from the King to Areenna.  “I fully intend to, Highness, I felt something at her touch as well.  I will return to Llawnroc first and meet you at Tolemac as swiftly as possible.”

“Do not fail in this,” Areenna said, her voice carried the disturbance of her vision.  

<><><>

Duke Yermon left shortly after breakfast.  Llawnroc was a full day’s ride Southwest from Freemorn and another day and a half to Tolemac.

Nosaj, Areenna, and ten of the King’s most trustworthy guards left the castle two hours after the duke.  Normally, the journey to Tolemac would be done in a day and two-thirds, with one night of encampment.  This time they left at midmorning. There would be no encampment on this journey, in order for them to arrive the following morning.  Sleep would come only to those who had learned to sleep astride their mounts. 

Her father was a few paces ahead of her, sitting straight and emanating strength from every pore.  His deep brown kraal stood almost seventeen hands, its flanks powerfully muscled, its legs thick and strong.  Larger and longer than its un-mutated equine ancestor, the kraal’s body was broad, its coat short and dense. The kraal’s flaring triangular shaped head was high and proud, and its powerful gait smoothly consumed the distance.  

Her gray and black spotted kraal, a hand smaller than her father’s, moved swiftly.  His wide silvery gray mane spiked upward as he sped gracefully along.  Above her and the muscular kraal she had named Hero flew Gaalrie.  With Gaalrie’s sharp sight, Areenna saw the road ahead with full clarity.  Gaalrie would give timely warning of any danger along their route. 

She urged Hero to her father’s side.  They rode silently for several minutes until he asked, “Are you ready to tell me what you saw on Duke Yermon?”

“Yes Father.  It took me a while to fully understand.”

Her father waited silently.  “When it happened, a sheet of red...of blood washed across my sight.  I felt danger to the duke’s brother.  I have been working the vision, as mother taught me, and was finally able to open the blood curtain.”  

She took a breath.  “What I saw was a knife flying toward Llawnroc’s king.  He had been unprotected.  The killer was someone seated at the council.  I feel certain of it, but I did not see a face, nor could I sense who it was.  I am sorry, Father.”

“Never!” her father growled.  “Never apologize for something like that.  What you saw was a gift given to you.  You get only what is given freely by those who watch.  You must never apologize for them or for yourself.”

While Areenna had at first stiffened at her father’s tone, the words themselves served to ease her tense muscles.  “Yes, Father, I shall remember.”

<><><>

“My Lord,” Enaid called.

Turning to his wife, the High King of Nevaeh raised his eyebrows. 

“All but two have arrived.  They are quartered and being fed.  Freemorn and Lokinhold will be here in the morning.”

“Thank you,” he said.

She took his hand and gently squeezed it.  “You must go and greet them.”

“In a moment,” he whispered.

“What troubles you?”

“The past,” he said, seeing not the woman standing before him, but the world he had come from, and knowing every aspect of his previous life was gone...except for memories.
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The Journal of Solomon Roth, 5253 AD
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This will be my last entry in this journal.  In a few hours I depart this flying coffin and go back to the planet of my birth, a trip started three thousand years ago.  We began with 200 people...now there is only me.

It has been 2 years, 5 months and 12 days of consciousness since I boarded the shuttle at Earthport in 2136 A.D. 2 plus years of life rationed out over 3,000 years of stasis.  My ship has voyaged through the universe for 3,117 years, following a huge elliptical orbit.  I have been awakened 9 different times for my service rotations as had all the surviving crew members.  Each time I was revived, there were fewer and fewer travelers.  I spent as much time as possible, trying to find out what had killed them, but could not find an answer before I returned to the blackness of stasis.

My last awakening started routinely.  It ended with the knowledge I would never return to stasis.  I was the last—all the others were dead.  Some by the malfunction of equipment, but most died mysteriously, at least at the time it was a mystery until I finally solved it, much too late.  

A dormant mutated virus had been brought aboard by one of the colonists.  When the colonist’s stasis pod had malfunctioned, the live virus entered the ship’s stasis circulation units.  Of the 200 people on the ship, over three quarters died from the virus.  The others died due to various equipment failures. I alone proved immune.  

Those who started the war had finally succeeded in destroying their enemy...and themselves, by killing every inhabitant of the earth.

For the 5 months after my last awakening, I was insane—a skeletal lunatic, ranting and raving, crying for no reason and every reason.  I know now how long my insanity lasted, but during those five months, I knew nothing.  I don’t even know how I remembered to eat and drink.  

Then the day came when the ship's proximity alarms went off.  

What I saw in the ship’s scopes should have been the last straw of whatever doubtful shreds of sanity I had left; but instead, what lay before me triggered a return to reality.  

200,000 miles ahead, was the small blue green dot of Earth.  I stared at it for hours, not moving, barely breathing and, as my insanity fled, my training resurfaced.  My ship had been in an elliptical orbit through the solar system for three thousand years.  It had finally returned home.  I took control of the ship, despite thinking there was no point in having remained alive.  

The original mission was to save the human race.  Sadly, I knew I would not be the new version of Adam, for there was no Eve—the women were long dead—unless you counted the embryos in stasis.  But I doubt they will survive when they are removed from stasis.

I put the ship into high orbit 19 hours after the first warning sounded.  Once the orbit was established, and even though I knew my world was dead, I sent out a dozen automated bot probes. 

I don’t know why I bothered.  Perhaps it was because, just before we had left Earth, I learned the scientists had created a strain of bacteria that, somehow, absorbed radiation.  In reality, it had sounded like a Hail Mary pass that was nothing more than a basketful of hope.

The all but invisible bots—mini drones—spent 26 hours covering the entire planet, axis by axis.  When the bots returned, I spent weeks watching every second of the videos they’d recorded.  Against every eventuality the scientists had been able to theorize, I discovered the unbelievable truth — the earth had not been destroyed by the radiation of the nuclear holocaust.  In fact, the bacteria the scientists had released at the time my voyage, had not just succeeded, but surpassed all imagination.  But the radiation had done its deed, leaving mutations of every sort in its wake.

America was filed with life such as I had never have imagined.  Yet, the inhabitants were seemingly backwards—appearing more like the people who had lived during Earth’s medieval period.  They wore armor of leather and metal, fought with sword and knife and bow.  They lived in castle-like keeps with towns spread out about each keep.  Science appeared to have been forgotten: a happenstance I think is for the best, seeing how science had murdered my earth.

I spent the next weeks reviewing the visual records, and then I cried for the billions who had died 3,000 years ago.  Perhaps these people who had survived would do better.

Then I, Captain Solomon Roth, the last survivor of my race, and of all the races of the peoples of the earth, did the only thing possible, maybe even the wisest thing I’ve ever done.  Nothing.  Rather, I waited, studied and most importantly, learned.

I took the next 7 months to learn about the world below.  I sent probes out daily until every inch of the planet was charted, I learned the language and the customs of the people inhabiting what was left of the North American continent.  The language had changed, it was English, but strange.  Words were different, yet had a similar sound.  Some of the names of things were the same, others were strange, almost like contractions or misspellings or, even weirder, seemed to have evolved from some form of dyslexia.  

What I saw in the remnants of Europe, Asia and Eastern Europe terrified me like nothing before.  That part of the world held the widespread desolate ruins of nuclear war.  What remained was populated by horribly misshapen beings—mindless masses being ruled by hidden beings that did not appear in any of the probe recordings.  These beings, this darkly threatening force, I was instinctively certain, were the remnants of the Unified Circle of the Middle East—the very ones who had destroyed my world, who had killed everyone I knew and loved.

South America was barren of life, both human and animal and separated from North America by a swirling ocean of what had once been the lands of Central America and Mexico: the giant rainforests of the equator were gone.  Canada and Alaska were ice infested oceans and tar fields.

The land masses of North America had changed drastically. The nuclear attacks that had destroyed so much of the world had not destroyed North America.  I found proof of attacks, but the reports from the bots showed me only a few small hits and two massive strikes on the remaining lands: the finger-like island of Manhattan was there, but only the rubble of the once mighty center of American and world commerce remained.  Central Park was a giant fused crater.  The damage from the explosion had radiated outward in a huge circle of destruction and left almost nothing standing. 

A strange red haze floated over Manhattan, like a dome of quarantine set upon the island.  Boston was gone, and where the west coast and the western state had once been was only ocean.  The great lands of North America had lost at least 40% of its mass.

From that time on, I studied North America.  Although the land mass itself had changed, everyone spoke the same strange English language.  There were dialects, true, but only slight differences between the ten dominions, which I learned from the bots, made up this new world.

I studied what I could of their sciences, which seemed to be more spiritual than physical—metaphysical.  My belief of this comes from studying the women whom I discovered were the scientists or...sorcerers.  Actually, I think I’m more inclined to view their science as parapsychology because of what I’ve seen on the probes’ recordings.  They call it magic. The women are—I don’t know how to describe it—amazing is the first word that comes to mind, but parapsychology doesn’t have the right feel.  Their science is a form of paranormal abilities, but more than I have ever considered possible.

After learning this, I had no choice but to study the ecology.  It shouldn’t have, but it took me a while to understand what happened to my world. The animals and the foods are not the same as when I left, but the principles of evolution controlling the world are the same.  One of the wonders of the mutations produced by the radiation is a strain of moss that glows in darkness and is used everywhere to illuminate the interiors of living structures.

The animals fascinate me the most—the people have tamed large four legged horse-like beasts called kraals.  Kraals are perhaps twenty percent larger than a horse, with thick strong legs and triangular shaped heads, which looked like a cross between a horse’s and viper’s head, only much larger.  Faster than any horse I ever rode or watched, they carry riders with ease.  There are gorlons, large mutated dogs, somewhere between a Mastiff and a Great Dane but fiercer.  And like dogs, they are everywhere people are.  There are also smaller dog-like creatures called coors.

There so many parallels in every form of life; large cat-like animals called rantors hunt the mountains and the forests with king-like majesty of lions, while snakes—which are now called snucks—and fish and birds of all varieties flourish.  The birds caught my imagination as much as the horse-like kraals.  The largest of the birds are called treygones.  They are larger than an eagle used to be, but anyone with any sort of imagination could draw a parallel to miniature dragons.  Their heads are oval and triangular at the same time; the double folds of their wings, long bodies and elongated tails are similar to what earthly artists had, for thousands of years, envisioned as dragons.  The biggest difference between treygones and dragons is treygones have feathers, not scales.

Because the probes were nearly invisible and could receive audio from within a quarter mile of wherever they flew or hovered, I got a full working study of the evolved version of the strange English they spoke.  Within weeks I had the computers programmed to give me the full meaning and syntax.

Mankind had mutated and evolved— there were no longer lines between the distinct races of my time.  The people of Nevaeh were an ethnic mixture of multiple races.  Yet, they were not what had once been considered bi-racial, the people of this new earth were a homogeneous race—their features a mixture of every race I had ever known.  The color of their skin had nothing to do with the color or shape of their eyes, mouths, or the color or elasticity of their hair.  The men, as a race, were larger and stronger than me, and while the women were somewhat larger than from my time, their strength lay in their paranormal abilities.

After spending a month studying the reports from every probe, I set up a strict training routine.  I exercised after breakfast, from mid-morning until lunch break, I learned not just the language, but the inflections and accents.  After lunch it was sword practice (I made a sword in the machine shop to work with) and after practice, I studied the people, their society and its political hierarchy.  

I learned that what appeared medieval was far from it.  A king ruled his dominion with the aid of his queen in a partnership of equals.  Both had their strengths and each needed the other’s support to rule properly.  The people in a domain had the right to stay within that domain or leave for a new domain should they feel the need to change fealty.  Loyalty was given, not taken by strength.  The rulers knew this and by and large treated their people with respect.

Yet, there was a strange discord among the 10 dominions.  They fought in skirmishes and larger battles.  But no matter how close my probes came, these drones could not find the most important information I needed, why these dominions fought each other so fiercely but experienced no change with their individual borders at the end of a battle.  Something about this strange situation told me I had to know why this happens if I am to survive on this new earth.

When I finally reached the point of being ready to return home, I put together everything I thought necessary to begin my new life.  I knew this meant I could take nothing of what caused my earth to fail—especially weapons!  I created two swords made of Trilimion, a metal found on the surface of Saturn’s moon, Titan.  It was the hardest and strongest metal mankind had ever discovered, with ten times the strength of titanium, and was used primarily for satellites and the hull of the star cruiser that had brought me here.

I made two knives of the same metal and used the ship’s computers to replicate the armor worn by the planet’s inhabitants—primarily armor for the upper torso, biceps and thighs.  This too was made of Trilimion.  I built a second set of armor as back-up should I need it.  

I spent a week going through the ship to decide what to bring with me.  In the end, I knew I could bring only a little of what the world had once been.

Technology would not only be unnecessary, it would be foolish as the inhabitants had not found any need for technology.  It wasn’t an easy decision, but in the end, I came to the only conclusion I could—the racial memory of what happened 3 millennia before had prevented the growth of technology as a means of preservation of the species.  

I questioned myself if I should bring books from the long dead version of what my world had once been.  What reason would anyone have to learn about a world which destroyed itself because its people needed to control every aspect of their planet from its weather to its energy filled core to its religious beliefs, while ignoring anything that might stop them from living their lives selfishly, denying themselves nothing and doing their best to use up every last natural resource of their world?

There wasn’t much reason.  Finally, I decided to bring only those things I needed to stay alive until I could adapt and blend.  With my mind made up, I loaded water and the weapons I’d made along with thirty pounds of raw Trilimion.  There were other things as well, but those would never be seen by anyone now living on Nevaeh.

Two months ago I began a series of inoculations to assure my biological survival and acclimation.  These meds were created by the medical computer designed for that purpose 3,000 years ago, in preparation for the people of the ship to populate a new world—a joke to end all jokes for the new world was the old world....

Now that I find myself at the control console for the last time, having reprogrammed the ship’s main computer, part of me is saddened.  But another part of me, the part that says you were twenty four years old when you left Earth and now it’s time to live, is jumping with anticipation.  I have, perhaps, two hours of time before I take the life boat to my new home. 

I can only wonder what my life will be like once I set foot on the land of my birth. 



	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 3
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The fortifications of the circular outer walls of Tolemac stood tall against the backdrop of a cloudless blue sky.  The walls reflected the already bright sun, which had climbed but a short way into the morning sky.  They had ridden through the night, eating a late meal at the side of the road and then breaking fast in the morning with dried fruit and nuts while riding.  Their only other stops were for personal toilet. 

Passing through the guarded gateway of the outer walls, Areenna and King Nosaj led their men toward the second gateway, forty yards distant.  Once past the second wall, they headed to the main keep.

Tolemac’s castle keep was the heart of the High King’s realm and like no other in Nevaeh.  Instead of rising straight up, the walls curved outward like prongs on a crown.  And those walls, although built of rock, showed no masonry lines where the carved stones were joined; rather, they were covered with a smooth finish created by Roth himself.  

The walls rose thirty un-scalable feet into the air.  Many had tried to climb the walls at Roth’s invitation, but no man had been able to collect the sizeable reward offered to the first person who accomplished the feat.  From the highest parapets flew Roth’s personal banner—a circle of eleven black bordered red stars embroidered upon blue and white stripes. 

“We are the last,” Areenna said, pointing to the banners flying on Tolemac’s southwest parapet.  Even as they looked, the banner of Freemorn was being hoisted. 

“Still, we made good time,” Nosaj acknowledged.  Ahead of them, within the second ring, the townspeople went about their business as if it were just another morning and the rulers of Nevaeh’s ten domains were not there.

From above, Gaalrie touched her mind.  She saw what Gaalrie saw, Queen Enaid standing in the courtyard, her large white gorlon at her side as always, waiting patiently for her father and herself.  The queen wore a loose dress of white trimmed violet that flowed smoothly in the breeze of the high walkway.

When Queen Enaid looked up at Gaalrie, she raised her hand in greeting and Gaalrie dipped downward in a slow spiral of acknowledgement.  As the bird did so, Areenna studied the high queen she hadn’t seen in almost a half year.  A tall woman with burnished mocha skin, Enaid had fire polished black hair that sparkled under the morning sun.

While the high queen was the same age as her father, she appeared not more than five years older than Areenna herself.  As High Queen, Enaid was respected throughout the dominions for her wisdom and guidance.  It was said, as a sorceress, Enaid had no equal in Nevaeh—it was a truth Areenna knew well.

Areenna had met the high queen many times in her life, and was a cousin three times removed, but in the two years since her mother’s death, Enaid had become her mentor.  The high queen had visited many times to help with her studies of the women’s art.  Those visits had been both wonderful and sad, for Enaid had taken on the responsibility of Areenna’s mother, helping her to understand not only the powers she had been born with, but continuing the special training her mother had given her during the last months of her life—a training which was not supposed to be taught for several more years. 

No one knew of this, as Enaid had sworn Areenna to secrecy.  Politically, it was not in Areenna’s or her father’s best interests to be so favored.  Even her father could not know.  When they met, it was always in the deep forest, near the Blue Desert, where she had found Gaalrie four years earlier.

When they entered Tolemac’s huge courtyard, a dozen stable boys ran to take the reins of the exhausted kraals.  Two men dressed in castle livery came out to bring King Nosaj’s men to their quarters while Queen Enaid came to greet Areenna and her father.

“May the sun continue to shine on Freemorn, Highness,” she said, with a slight bow of her head to Nosaj.

In turn, Areenna’s father bent slightly from the waist while taking the high queen’s hand.  “And may it brighten all of your days, My Lady.  You know my daughter, Areenna,” he added.

“Of course,” Enaid smiled warmly.  “You grow lovelier each time I see you, Princess.”

“Thank you, E...Your Majesty,” she said, correcting herself quickly.  She glanced at her father who, thankfully, had not caught her slip.

“I am glad to see you have stepped into you duties, Areenna.  It is good for you to be here with your father.  He will need your counsel.  Please, the others await you,” she said, turning and motioning them to follow.

When they reached the meeting chamber in the main section of the castle, Enaid turned to Nosaj.  “Please go in.  With your permission, I would speak a moment with Areenna.  It has been too long.”

“Of course, My Lady,” Nosaj replied.  

When the door shut behind him, Enaid guided Areenna down a hallway and into a small nook where she turned and drew the younger woman into her arms.  “It is good to see you, my dear.” 

“And you,” Areenna replied.  She had indeed missed Enaid these past few months as well as the lessons the Queen had given her during the past two years.

“I wish it were under better circumstances.  Areenna, dark times are coming.  It is why I have been unable to visit Freemorn, and why my husband called this meeting.”

“Dark times?”  The words sent a tremor through her, bringing up the vision she had uncovered when she’d touched Duke Yermon. 

“The power of the dark circle is growing again.  They have rested these past years since their downfall at my husband’s hands, but they have been slowly gaining strength.  The Northern kingdoms are beginning to fight amongst themselves.  While it may appear to be simple border disputes, I sense it is much more than that.  I will need your help.”

“How can I possibly help?  I have not your knowledge or your strengths—”

“Oh, child, do you still not know how strong you truly are?  You must not doubt yourself.  Your mother was the most powerful sorceress I have ever known, second only to me.  And you, child, no matter how you fight it, will shortly surpass everyone, including me.  But we need not discuss such things now,” she said, cutting off Areenna’s protest.

“Listen well to what is said in the chamber.  Listen well and advise well.  Do not be caught in the games these kings play in their efforts to make their ‘doms’ stronger.  Listen to your mind and to your heart.  Promise me this.”

Areenna closed her eyes for a moment.  “You have my pledge, My Lady.”

“Remember, Areenna, all I ask is for you to do what you know is right.  Let your thoughts quest through the room, let your instincts guide you.  Do you understand?"

Areenna searched the Queen’s face before nodding.

Enaid smiled.  “Come then, let us join the council as they are about to begin.”

It was the first time Areenna had come to the chamber as a King Advisor.  And it was the first time she had the clarity to understand the way the chamber had been set up and discerned it could have been done no other way.

Each king sat in a chair made of simple wood.  Another chair was set on the right side of each king.  These chairs were set slightly back and elevated, allowing whoever sat in them to speak directly into their king’s ear without bending or stretching.  The chamber was circular, with the twenty-two chairs spread in a semi-circle, radiating from the simple throne and advisor chair which was the fulcrum of the room.  

Sitting in the advisor chair to the right of her father, Areenna surveyed the room.  Enaid moved into her chair on the right side of the high king.  The stewards closed the three sets of double doors and sealed the meeting chamber—only kings and advisors remained.  The happenings inside the chamber would not be known until the Kings were ready to speak of it.

There was a tingling at the base of her neck.  Slowly, without appearing to look at anyone in particular, Areenna gazed about the chamber.  The feeling came from Queen Eetak of Fainhall.  Why, she wondered. Closing her eyes, she concentrated.  An instant later she found Fainhall’s queen trying to read her.  Areenna raised a block against the woman and the sensation died immediately.  From the corner of her eye, she saw Eetak stiffen.

In the silence following the closing of the doors, the pale skinned high king of Nevaeh, Solomon Roth, rose.  “I thank each of you for disrupting your lives to answer my call.  I hope you know, I would not lightly ask such a thing of you.”  He paused and looked around the circle of faces.

“When I arrived at Brumwall, the ten ‘doms’ were at war.  For untold years, your domains fought each other, and yet none of you ever moved beyond your own holdings.  No matter how the fighting went, who won and who lost, everything stayed equal.  And it remained equal for a purpose.  Because it was the way they needed it.  If any one of you became stronger than the others, the possibility existed that he would conquer the next and the next and so on.  The end result would have been one king ruling the lands.  It was a situation they could not allow.  Without the dominions of Nevaeh fighting, their power would diminish and their grip over you would fail.”

“Why do you think that for so long a time—a time stretching so far back not even your own histories had started to be recorded—you fought each other?”

When no one responded, Roth said, “It was what they wanted.  They needed you to fight.  The dark ones, and the Afzaleem, needed your warfare.  They and their minions needed your hatred and your battles to feed themselves and their masters to continue living.”

“How have they been living since we stopped fighting?” called King Retlaw of Morvene.

“They are strong yet.  Not strong enough to battle us, but strong enough to survive.  They live off the hatred and the fighting within the Blue Desert, in the tar fields of the north, the icy regions of the northwest, and in the southern swamplands as well.  They also draw power from their masters across the sea.  While it is not what they direly crave, it’s enough to keep them going.  Enough to let them plan...”

“I have had raiders attack us from the tar fields.  It took no big effort to repel them.  They are unorganized and untrained—there is nothing to fear,” declared King Maslo of Northcrom, the kingdom closest to the arctic tar fields.

“So it would seem,” Roth said after Enaid whispered in his ear.  “You have had but one attack, yes?”

“Yes.”

“How long ago did it happen?”

“Eight months,” King Maslo replied.

Turning, King Roth pointed to Libon, King of Welkold.  “And you, Highness,” Roth said, “How many raids have you had to deal with?”

Libon’s mother whispered to him, after which the young unmarried king stood.  “There have been four raids since my father’s passing.  The first, a year ago, was easily stopped, as was the next.  But the third one, five months ago cost us thirty guardsmen and seventeen infantry men before we pushed them back.  The last, as you know, was three weeks ago.”

Libon paused while he worked hard to maintain himself.  His young voice held strong as he continued.  “Three weeks ago they attacked again.  This time they went after an outer province.  By the time we reached them, the province had been decimated.  Women had been taken and too many men killed.  They were stronger this time, much stronger.  We went after them, and caught them just before the wastelands of the Frozen Mountains.  The fight lasted most of a day.  When it ended, a third of my force was lost.  We saved many of the women, but not all.”

“Thank you, King Libon,” Roth said before raking his eyes over the rest.  “We face a problem without easy solution.  There is another reason the dark ones are gaining strength.  The reason is you,” he snapped, glaring at each king in turn.  

“Do you still not understand what we accomplished twenty years ago?  Can you not see it was because the ten dominions agreed to be ruled by a High King that we were able to gain enough strength in unification to defeat them?  When the dominions stopped warring among themselves, the energy we regained was too much for them.  But they have found a way by using the runaways, criminals, and castoffs to begin rebuilding their power. By taking young, untrained women they gain even more power. 

And you are fighting amongst yourselves again.  Is that not right, Nomis?  You have challenged Kalshold’s rights to hunt the land between your two domains?”

“Those lands are mine!” Nomis shouted while shrugging his wife’s restraining hand from his shoulder.  His eyes were wide and wild.

“No!  The unanimous treaty signed by all realms, the treaty you yourself signed, states the lands between kingdoms are not claimable by any kingdom.  Whoever hunts there, hunts free, no matter to what dominion he gives fealty.”

“They were my lands before you came, High King,” Nomis, king of Fainhall, snapped with a disdainful sneering of the words ‘High King’.

“Good,” Roth said, his words almost an exhalation.  “You speak your heart.  Perhaps you should speak with your brain as well.  Do you think you could survive if they come back again?  You defeated them, killed two of the Afzaleem yourself.  Do you believe they would allow you to live undisturbed or even to die quickly?  You damned well know better!  Yet you play into their hands because of your ego, your anger, and your greed.  And make no mistake, they feed well from it!”

“How dare you!” Nomis began, his hand going to his sword.

Areenna saw Queen Enaid turn and favor her with a meaningful look.  Before anyone could move, Areenna grasped her father’s shoulder.  “You must stop them,” she hissed.  “Now!”

Without hesitation, Nosaj rose quickly and strode to the center of the semicircle.  “Who are you to challenge what all have decided?  How dare you,” Nosaj said, echoing Nomis’ own words, “treat us this way?  You agreed, as we all did, to accept the rule of a high king.  Now you want to return to what we once were—savages fighting each other for no greater purpose than to be controlled by them—is that what you want?” 

Silver hair swirling, Nosaj shook his head sharply.  He took a deep breath and said, “The lands you speak of are nothing.  You have no use for them other than for hunting and there is enough game in all our border lands to satisfy everyone.”

“And if I do not feel the same?” Nomis challenged.

“Then you again become pawn to the Dark Ones.  And as such, you must answer to each of us before you can challenge Roth.  I do not believe, my old friend,” Nosaj said in a gentler voice, “you truly want to do such a thing.”

Nomis stared at Nosaj for several tense seconds before the anger in his eyes altered.  He took in a staggered breath and, almost reluctantly, drew his hand from his sword’s pommel.  

“Thank you.” Nosaj said.

Nomis shook his head, as if ridding himself of a vision, “I...”  He turned to the Roth.  “I do not know what came upon me.”

Roth stood and joined Nomis and Nosaj, putting a hand on each man’s shoulder.  “I am blessed by having such strength within this council.”

Unnoticed by the men, the women looked at each other, their faces reflecting a concern shared by all.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 4


[image: image]


“Did you see his face?” Roth asked through clenched teeth.  “He was taken over.”

“He was...almost, and more could be also as we hold these councils.  We must be more attentive,” Enaid said.  “His anger invited such.”

“Too many years of fighting, of death, and of vigilance has gotten us here.  How much more will be necessary?”

Enaid turned to him, a vein on her forehead pulsed angrily.  “You of all people....  How can you even ask how much more will be necessary?  You know well how much more.  Forever!  For all time!  We must always be alert—always be aware.  We cannot allow the world to return to what it once was.”

Roth withstood the assault of her ire.  Then smiling, he crossed the distance between them and took her into his arms.  She pulled back, but not too hard.  “You are my anchor, Enaid.  You are my sounding board.  Who else could I ask that question of?”

When she did not respond, he said, “You know it was frustration speaking?”

Giving in, she said, “I know.  I but remind you of our purpose.”

“Reminders are what greet me when I open my eyes each morning; they are what I dream of when I close them each night.  I need no reminders.”

Twisting quickly, Enaid escaped his arms.  “Then ask not the question if you do not want the answer.”  The smile ran from her lips as a frown creased her brow.  “I am needed.  Luncheon is almost ready.  I will meet you in the hall.”

With that she was gone.  Laughing, Roth shook his head.  How much more, indeed?  The answer did not surprise him as he had found that particular answer years before.  As long as it takes.  He would not trade anything for the life he now lived.  There was a deep purpose to his life now—a journey begun three thousand years before and one he welcomed eagerly every day, almost as eagerly as greeting Enaid upon awakening every morning.  How lucky I truly am.

<><><>

“What happened this morning could have been more divisive than anyone might believe,” Nosaj said to Areenna.  “You acted wisely in sending me to stop them.”

“It seemed to be what was necessary.”

Her father laughed.  “You are so young, yet so old.  You would make your mother proud.”

“I would rather she was here instead of me.”

Nosaj placed his hands on her shoulders.  “What we wish for and what we must live with are rarely the same.  Nonetheless, you are everything best about your mother, and more, you are becoming a powerful woman in your own right.  Go refresh yourself before the noon meal.  I intend on changing out of these road-coated clothes before we eat.”

Areenna left her father and went to her rooms, where she found three servants waiting and a bath already set.

Ten minutes later, as she lay in the warm waters, Queen Enaid entered the bathing chamber.  “With your permission, Princess?”  When Areenna nodded, Enaid motioned the servants out.  She knelt at the edge of the large oval bathing tub set flush within the floor, its rim carved with intricate visions of animals. 

“You acted swiftly today—”

Areenna shook her head.  “No it was you.  I was caught in the moment.”

Enaid stroked Areenna’s hair.  “No child, it would have been only a second or two longer before you knew what actions were needed.  All I did was to help make you aware sooner.”

“It was only the beginning.  Tomorrow something will happen to Llawnroc.”

“You had a foreseeing?”

Areenna explained her vision, going over it in greater detail than she had with her father.  When she finished, Enaid said, “You acted wisely by telling the duke he would be needed here.  I will set a guard upon Llawnroc until the duke arrives.  It is too bad we do not know who will attempt this.”

She studied Areenna a moment longer.  “This afternoon’s council will allow the seconds to participate—from now on as well.  Tonight you and your father will join us after the meal.”

“With delight,” Areenna responded even as she found herself wondering why the seconds would be permitted into the council.  Seconds were those who were either next in line or guardians of the lineage.  It was unusual.

“Not so unusual,” Enaid said, catching Areenna off guard.  “No, I did not read your mind,” Enaid laughed.  “I read your face.”

Areenna nodded. Though she’d learned much over the years, how to read faces was something she had not yet learned.  

As though she sensed the direction of the younger woman’s thoughts, Enaid explained, “The reading of faces is not of our magic, it is something I will teach you, as Roth taught me.  He calls it psychology.  Having the seconds attend the council will be for safety as well.  If someone is going after Llawnroc, then we must have enough eyes in the room to prevent it.”

“I understand.”  Areenna paused before saying, “I felt Eetak trying to read me in the council just before Nomis spoke.”

Enaid’s brows furrowed.  “He was caught in something dark.  Their domain borders the outlands where the darkness is growing.  We will have to watch them.”

“She read nothing from me, of that I am certain.”

“Good.  We eat in a half hour.  I will see you there,” Enaid declared, and left Areenna to her own thoughts.  Her father had no second, but almost everyone else did, including King Roth’s son, Mikaal.  Alone in the silence of the room, she found herself wondering about Mikaal.  It had been a while since she had last seen him.  She wondered if he was still the same laughing boy he had always been.  Mikaal had never been one to take anything, especially life, too seriously.

The thought of Mikaal brought up a memory so clear it was as if time had reversed itself and she was twelve years old, standing in the Hall of the Tale at the School of the Kings....

<><><>

Areenna sensed the nervousness of the second year students who sat together in the center of the hall as Master Thrumweld said, “Listen carefully for the tale I impart is of great importance.”  

He took a long and deep breath—the sound loud in the silent room.  Areenna watched his eyes go from one student to the next and felt the power of his gaze when his eyes reached her.  “Hear me well.  This will be the only time I speak this tale.  Remember what is said here, for it is your true history and one day your lives may depend on it.”

Areenna counted five of her heartbeats when the old master again scanned the faces of the six students sitting before him.  Once again, his eyes fell on her.

“Areenna of Freemorn,” he said, “Stand.”

Areenna stood, the pale reaches of her long hair fell to her waist in waves; her shoulders straight and she refused to let her face showed any trace of fear.  “Yes, Master Thrumweld?”

“What do you know of the Old Ones, of those who came before?”

Areenna’s brow creased across forehead.  “I know they were strong.  Their magic was powerful.  They could build high towers and fill the desert with water when there was no water to find.  They could control the sky, and even the stars themselves.”

She fell silent and waited, the master’s eyes still locked on hers.  Seconds later, a boy at the end of the semi-circle squirmed nervously.  Master Thrumwald looked away from Areenna and fixed the boy with a glare.  The boy froze and she was once again beneath the master’s gaze.  “Yes, they could do all that.  But what do you really know of them?” 

“Only that they are our ancestors.  What we are is because of them.  The magic we possess comes from them.  It is said they left our world to find a new one, and we are still in waiting for their return.”

“Ah... and do you think they will return?”

Areenna hesitated, her brows knitted thoughtfully.  While not a test, she sensed it was something no less important—and possibly even more so.  She held his stare.  “No, Master Thrumweld, I do not think they will return...because I do not believe they went to a new world to return from.”

Stunned faces turned toward her.  The others looked at her as if she’d lost her mind—some faces showed fear while others just looked sad for her.

“Do tell us why you feel this, Areenna.”

She shook her head.  Blonde hair flared outward like a whip around her face before settling on her shoulders.  “I don’t know, not for sure.  I...I sense it.”

When the old master smiled, she saw white teeth glow from behind red lips that had been hidden within thick whiskers.  “Well, Areenna, everyone is allowed to believe however they feel.  But believing in something, and acting on it are two different things.

“Who can tell me about magic?” he asked, motioning Areenna to sit back down.  

She was all too conscious of how he ignored her raised hand and pointed to another.  

“Trebor of Lokinhold, stand!” the master commanded, pulling Areenna abruptly from her thoughts.  She turned back as one of the young boys in her class flew to his feet.  “Yes Master Thrumweld?”

“Tell me, Trebor...tell me about magic.”

The brown-headed man-child, barely in his thirteenth year took a shaky breath.  “Magic is all around us.  Women can create spells and use them to do what is needed.”

“That is how one might use magic,” the teacher said dryly, “but, young Trebor, what exactly is magic and where does it come from?”

She watched the confusion settle on Trebor’s face.  He started to speak, stopped, then shook his head and tried again.  “Magic is...magic.  It came from our ancestors.”

Master Thrumweld’s voice was not unkind. “You are half-right.  Magic is magic.  To describe it is impossible since every woman’s magic is their own.  However, magic does not simply come from our ancestors, it comes from within!”

“But why then do we learn spells to use magic if it comes from within us?” a small blond woman-child interrupted.

The old master turned his eyes to her.  “Yes, Akassia of Welkold, women learn to make formulas which become spells so women can use magic, but the formulas and spells do not create magic...they only allow you to use it.”

“I don’t understand,” Akassia said.  

“Neither do I,” added Trebor.

“Who understands?” he asked, looking from face to face.  When his lingered on Areenna for just a hundredth of a second longer than the others, she saw he knew she understood, but could not say so aloud.  She had to live with the others in her group for the next two years and for her to say that what people call magic is but the witnessing of sciences they cannot comprehend would mark her as different from them.

Then, she became aware of something else—a sensation of being watched.

She turned toward the far wall, her eyes flicked over the older students.  When her glance fell across one in particular, she knew it was he who had been watching her.  There was an aura about him, floating near his skin.  Not a shadow of darkness, but rather of something else, though she knew not what.  Then, slowly, recognition surfaced.  He was Mikaal, the son of the High King.  Why is he watching me?

<><><>

Mikaal spun to face his mother.  “I have plans for the afternoon.”

“What plans are those?”  He could almost be a twin of his father, except he was taller, his eyes were the same gray as Enaid’s, and his mouth was somewhere between Roth’s and hers.  But overall, he was tall, strong and much too handsome for his own good, or for the good of the women inside and outside of Tolemac.

“Plans,” he responded in a softer voice.

“I am sorry Mikaal, today the council is more important.”

“Of course it is, Mother,” he said without sarcasm.  “How was this morning’s session?”

“There were a few bumps,” she told him and explained what had happened.  

When she finished, Mikaal said, “Then it is best we go fortify ourselves with food before, yes?”

Enaid laughed.  “Yes, but not too much.  I don’t want you sleeping through this.  Today and tomorrow will be important, Mikaal, possibly more important than any day before.”

“I will not sleep,” he promised with another broad smile.

<><><>

Unlike most of the women present, Areenna wore leggings and a short tunic rather than a dress.  Only two other women dressed the same.  Areenna’s tunic was pale green and cut to mask the fullness of her breasts, de-emphasizing her body in favor of her position as king’s advisor.  Her pale hair was pulled back and tied in a simple manner.

When she and her father entered the small hall, she reacted as she always had, with a slow indrawn breath.  The small hall was a misnomer as the room was small in name only.  The walls were triple the height of a man, and arched domelike, meeting a huge skylight in the center.  While the walls and ceiling were plain and coated with a pale white wash, the artwork created upon them
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