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Epoch of the Promise: Wings of Healing is, chronologically, a sequel to Epoch of the Promise: Dawn Unseen, but one of my early readers has suggested it as possibly the best Epoch of the Promise novel to start with for some people. It is certainly the most balanced of the Epoch of the Promise novels in that it follows the most balanced set of characters: not that in and of themselves any one of the Wings of Healing Point-of-View characters is a more balanced individual than those in Dawn Unseen and Vision's Light, but that as a whole they are the most balanced set, with the most diversity in their approaches to life, their personalities, and their responses. Personally, I am really proud of putting these characters together and the way their journeys are woven together in this novel. This is not a plot novel with a climax and a standard shape. It is a character novel, and it relies on the way that these seven people's journeys and experiences of life contrast, mirror, reflect, oppose, and complement each other.

Wings of Healing is also the lightest of Epoch of the Promise novels, such that I will call it a comfort read. It is a story of healing begun – not completed, but begun. But as a story of healing, it is also a story of wounds, and it so happens that as dark as Dawn Unseen and Vision's Light are, there are things mentioned and part of the experiences of some of the people in Wings of Healing that were never mentioned in Dawn Unseen or Vision's Light. But for all that, it is in its essence a story of healing and hope, one that strives not to dismiss the real obstacles that must be overcome, the real wounds that are not easy or swift to heal, but one that sees healing begun and hopes.

It is in this sense that it is the complete opposite of grimdark. This is a world where horrific things have happened and may happen again, and where some people are very complicated, with a maze-like labyrinth around their motivations, but it is a story that offers hope and healing.
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PS. Jaryle's relationship with Ilshiak does not have any sexual or romantic elements to it. Just making sure :D I might have some other characters somewhere who have some feelings of a homosexual tendency, or I might not, but Jaryle isn't one of them.
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#1 - An Altar and a Dragon
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Lynn lifted the hood over her head and stepped outside. The hot sun beat down mercilessly on the drying grass in the glade. At the far end stood the ruins of a broken altar. Recently fallen rocks peppered the glade. A voice from inside called, “What are you doing?” It was Fari, one of the priestesses.

Lynn turned her head over her shoulder. “I need to get outside and walk for a couple hours.” She strode away and climbed up the steep, treacherous hillside, in a hurry to get out of sight. She suspected that after a short conversation they would come after her. She did not really want to leave Ameriasel, but she had to get outside. She had questions. She had concerns. She needed time to think – and she needed privacy; she needed to break some of the rules. Breathless, at the top of the ascent, she murmured to herself, “Something is not right.” She turned and looked out over the glade. Rumor had it that only one had ever been sacrificed on that altar– a man by the name of Sar-Emer. Rumor also had it that it was on the day he had been slain on that altar that light and life had failed. Lynn still shuddered at the memory. Actually, it was not even rumor. The Cult of the Dragonqueen proclaimed these things as fact. Sar-Emer had been such a despicable criminal that his death forever violated the altar and the knife with which he was slain, which was why the altar had been broken – to make sure that no one ever accidentally offered a holier sacrifice on it.

The Dragonqueen was real. Lynn knew that. She had seen her wheeling about her village, a goddess, full of divine and heavenly energy, a heavenly being who could take on an earthly form as she chose. She had sworn allegiance to the Dragonqueen, whose power gave her that right and authority. However, she had soon discovered that she could never live under the Dragonqueen. A woman, darker than anyone else Lynn had ever seen, had fled to her village with a three-year-old daughter. The woman, named Nourda, had told Lynn about how the Dragonqueen destroyed her village, Dayle, and how her son was missing, as were several others of the villagers, and some of the villagers were dead. When Lynn told Nourda that the Dragonqueen had come to her village and had their allegiance, Nourda had left Ameriasel with Lynn, and fled. Lynn had not understood Nourda's reasons then; she thought she had a better idea now.

Now, Ameriasel was nine years old. Lynn was twenty-six. She had worshiped the Dragonqueen even while she fled from her, but she was growing more and more uncomfortable with her servitude. A year and a half ago, she and Ameriasel had been re-captured by the priests and priestesses of the Dragonqueen, who were set on training Ameriasel to be their new high priestess. They moved from place to place, showing Ameriasel the various shrines and instructing her in terrible things. Lynn used all her skills to stay close to Ameriasel and watch her constantly. She could have escaped again, with little difficulty, if she tried, but she was bound to Ameriasel and would not leave her. She hated leaving her even for just a few hours.

There was only one reason why Lynn had not gone and looked at the altar, maybe even touched it. If she did, and if she were caught, she would get a death sentence. She could not stay close to Ameriasel if she had to flee to avoid being killed – and, she might not succeed in escaping. She was growing more and more uncomfortable with the Cult of the Dragonqueen. There were some things that, the more she thought about them, the less they made sense. One of them was the altar and the day of the blackness of the sun. It just did not make sense.

Lynn turned and walked gingerly across the hillside. She was fascinated by the altar. What had really happened? What had happened to High Priestess Cassian? She had been told that she had died because Sar-Emer was so vile and despicable that the only way to save the one who killed him from shame and undeath was to kill her and take her beyond the veil of Kaarathlon. However, the more Lynn thought about it, the more she realized it did not make sense. She could not quite put her finger on it, though. There was so much she did not know, and so much that no one would tell her. Dragons were not common in these parts of the mountains, and so no one knew anything about them except what was told in a few legends. However, things did not add up. She could not clear her head from the buzz of various different bits of information and interpretations that did not make sense. It gave her a light headache from which she was almost never free.

If only I could take Ameriasel with me, without any of the priests coming along, for an hour – no, fifteen minutes would do – we might be able to escape. She is nine, now, and can run fairly well, and I was always the best. I got much better in the days when I had to steal from farms and kitchens and evade soldiers and hunters in order for us to survive. But, I can't do it unless I can take Ameriasel off by myself for a few moments, thought Lynn.

A stone slipped under her foot. Instinctively, Lynn took a flying sideways leap. She landed lightly and moved quickly away again, down the hillside, moving quickly and sprightly, so that she would not slip or fall. She caught up her cape and tucked it underneath itself and over her shoulder so that it would not catch on any bramble or bushes. With a flash of surprise, she realized that the last leap she had taken was from one of the stones of the broken altar. Her heart beat quickly, but she kept calm. She dropped, quickly but lightly, into the grass and was still for two and a half seconds. Then, she took a few quick moves, crawling away. The rustling in the grass might pass for a squirrel or a rabbit. She waited a few moments longer. She moved again. Now, she was in the shadow of a tree. Dry thistle surrounded her on one side. She rose up and ran like a shadow, making almost as little noise as one. While she was still a little girl she had grown so good at this that her play-mates had teased her about being a wizard. She was not a wizard, though. She was just very sensitive and very skilled. Her only fear now was that she would not be able to stay with Ameriasel, whom she thought of as her own child.

Lynn came to a stream that ran winding down, past the glade. She was hardly thirsty, but she plucked some blackberries from among the rocks, and sat down. A few minutes later, thinking hard about how much time she had to make her decision and what she could do, she was startled by a quiver in the mulch against which she sat. She closed her eyes and tried to think. What could she do? How could she take care of Ameriasel? There was something horribly hellish about this Cult of the Dragonqueen – they had engaged in human sacrifice, unknown of except in the most horrible legends, and they sacrificed dragon eggs whenever they could find them, which was not as awful to Lynn, for she did not know for sure what a dragon was, but it was certainly more than a little odd. She had always known the Dragonqueen was cruel, but perhaps that was what goodness was like for the gods? After all, they were far above humans, and what mere mortal could judge the gods?

Lynn jumped up. There was not a rattling maroon snake under the mulch, was there? She took another leap away, landing just inches away from the stream, scrambling to keep from slipping on the rocks and wet sand and falling in.

She gasped with amazement. A yellow and green dragon licked the egg goo off of – herself. Lynn knelt, weak with excitement. Lirsyath. She watched the dragon, entranced. After a few minutes, a thought occurred to her. How come the servants of the Dragonqueen did not find this egg? She recoiled in horror. Thinking of the burning of unhatched dragons, she turned and vomited into the stream.

There was no way back. She had to defy the Dragonqueen, whatever it took. However, she also had to take care of Ameriasel.

For a while Lynn simply gazed on Lirsyath. Her wings were lime green. Her back was a fresh, glowing yellow, mixing with the bright spring green of her sides, deep as emerald in places. Her belly and entire underside was a mix of glowing greens and yellows. The tip of her tail twitched with suppressed excitement. Then, Lynn reached out with her hand and touched the membrane of Lirsyath's wing. She felt the dragon's unspeakable, glowing pleasure at her touch.

I'll die for you, thought Lynn.

Lirsyath turned her face, and Lynn looked straight into her whirling, jewel-like amber eyes. Her head was rich shades of emerald and spring green.

A breeze touched Lynn's arm and blew around the fabric of her cloth. Startled, she realized how the shadows had changed and the change in the temperature. It was evening. She stood, before she knew what she was doing. She looked down on Lirsyath. “You'll be able to take care of yourself, won't you, darling?” she asked quietly.

The dragon looked up at her with assurance in her eyes and also with deep pain and longing. Lynn knew that Lirsyath had been aware of every thought and image that had passed through her mind. She turned and ran up the hill.

Life would never be the same, Lynn realized with a shock. She was a Dragon-rider, now. She had never known what it meant. She still did not know what it meant. She knew that she needed Lirsyath and that Lirsyath needed her. She knew that, once again, she could not think.

Somehow, she managed to sneak into the house she and Ameriasel and several priests and a priestess of the Dragonqueen occupied.
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#2 - To Fight the Goddess
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Ameriasel watched Lynn leave the house, and a cloud of fear fell on her heart. She knew that Lynn was always watching her. She knew that even when she could not see Lynn, even when her teachers thought they had left Lynn behind, Lynn was nearby. She wished she could escape. She wished she could talk to Lynn alone. But that had not been possible since what felt like forever.

Often, she would glance at Lynn, sitting off to the side, while the priests and priestesses of the Dragonqueen instructed her. Ameriasel saw questions, confusion, and disapproval graven on the face of her foster-mother. She herself was horrified at the things they tried to teach her. How could one burn an animal alive?! Her heart went out to whatever rabbits and squirrels and birds she saw. Often, she felt like she could almost understand their chirrings and chitterings, their speech. She wanted to have time to sit with them and watch them.

“Ameriasel!” scolded a priestess named Calana, and the girl lifted her chin.

“You aren't listening, are you?” asked Calana.

“I can't listen all the time,” said Ameriasel. “I wish I could sit outside and just watch the animals more.”

“After all this time, do you still not understand? Unless you will lead us in the worship of the Dragonqueen, the whole world will be destroyed in fire and darkness. Kaarathlon will become nothing but a vast abyss.”

“Why must it be me?” asked Ameriasel. “Why not one of you?”

“You have been chosen, as the High Priestess Cassian was chosen. No one can be chosen for the wishing of it or can refuse the choosing for the wishing. It is the choice of the Dragonqueen,” explained Calana.

“You've told me before, but I forget. How do you know I'm chosen?” asked Ameriasel.

“You have the air about you, the same aura that surrounded the High Priestess Cassian. I served the Dragonqueen with her long enough and recognize it. It is clear the blessing of the Dragonqueen rests on you, though it will turn into a most dreadful curse if you deny it for too much longer. Cassian herself was your age when she was chosen. You are not too young.”
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Lynn lay awake. She kept her breathing steady, but she knew she had to arrange an escape. Lirsyath would be found if she did not flee, and she still resisted the thought of abandoning Ameriasel. Since Nourda had brought her to her. Lynn had almost adopted Ameriasel. Her dragon, Lirsyath, was practically begging her to bring Ameriasel out for her to meet.

Lynn had never yet killed a human being, yet she wondered... Could she? Should she? She had no doubt that she could. She was good enough, and she still had her bow. It was her most prized possession, and she had contrived to keep it. She did not let the priests and priestesses of the Dragonqueen know that she still had it; if they knew, they would probably demand that she either hunt for them or leave her bow behind. She did not have an objection, in principle, to hunting for them, but she did not want to leave Ameriasel for such lengthy periods of time as hunting might require. It just seemed such a drastic measure to kill other human beings.

But is it so drastic? Lynn thought. After all, these priests and priestesses of the Dragonqueen kill dragons. Now that I know Lirsyath, there's no way to think that even might be okay. There's no doubt they are guilty of all sorts of murder, and there's no reason why I shouldn't be the executioner.

But the Dragonqueen is a terrible threat. I would rather my life not be shortened by her bloody, fiery claw, and I would rather my afterlife not be spent in torment under her rule.

Images flashed from Lirsyath's mind into Lynn's mind. Dragons knew and acknowledged no gods, no higher power but the wind and the inner fire of Kaarathlon. There was no Dragonqueen, no sovereign over all dragons. No one had that power.

How do you know these things? asked Lynn.

A burning sensation of thought, almost rage, flashed from Lirsyath. Dragons were born with great knowledge, with the knowledge inherent to dragonhood.

Lynn turned her mind from her dragon. What god shall I implore to save me from the grasp of the Dragonqueen?

Lynn had never been a devout woman. She had been something of a rebel. Her older brother had always been supportive of her impulses and desires, and he had encouraged her to seek out the life and skills she desired, instead of those traditionally assigned to women. When she was a child, she played with the boys more often than with the girls, wading and swimming and playing hide-and-seek, and trying to hide in the woods and to ambush others who were hiding. As she grew older, her pursuit of these activities grew more serious. Her skill also became evident. She had never given the gods any consideration of any sort until the day that the Dragonqueen appeared above her village. That had been nothing short of a life-changing shock to Lynn. The power and other-worldly essence of the Dragonqueen had veritably proved to Lynn the existence of gods and goddesses – or, at least, of this one, and if one, why not more? Why not all? Yet, even now, Lynn had little respect for gods or goddesses. However, caution and fear demanded she seek shelter or aid somewhere.

In the darkness, Lynn slowly and cautiously rose to her knees. She closed her eyes and tried to pray. Aldron, Lord of the Sun, you who illuminate the world, O Just Warrior, give me aid in meting our your justice. Protect me from the power of the Dragonqueen, and consecrate my soul so that she will not be able to take me at death to the hells of fiery darkness, but that I may receive my reward for my compassion and justice. Enjayar, Queen of Wind and Bringer of Rain, you who give to the world the water of life, without whom the trees could not bear fruit and the grass would wither and the beasts would languish for want of water, look upon me with kindness though I prepare now to take a life, for I take the life of the guilty that the innocent may live, I take the life of those who threaten unjustly to kill, that those in need may not perish.

Lynn took a moment longer to offer her prayer to the gods. It felt strange. Even while running away from the Dragonqueen, Lynn had acknowledged her godhood. But to pray to the gods and goddesses, though in ritual words not because she was forced but because she had a desire? It felt unreal. Strange.

Almost with relief, now that was done, and almost in a desire to forget her prayer as soon as possible, Lynn turned her mind to the task she had taken upon herself. Her sense of relief was redoubled by Lirsyath's relief. The little dragon could not abide her rider praying to the gods, but, though normally she would be unable to endure the thought of killing humans, she felt it only fitting and right to slay these humans, these despicable dragon-slayers. Her only regret was that she was too small and young to aid her rider.

With care as great as that with which she had entered the house that night, Lynn rose. She moved slowly and cautiously, stepping down as slowly and lightly as she could, to avoid making a noise. She knew well the lay-out of the small building, and so she was unconcerned about stepping on the sleepers.

Lynn slowly and carefully slid the wooden pane, used to keep the chilly night-air from flowing in the building, out of the way Then she climbed out of the window, and slid it back into place. To be honest, she did not know why the building was kept that way. It was early Summer. While cool, the nights were not too cold, and the room remained too hot to sleep in comfortably, as well as getting somewhat stuffy over the night. Perhaps, the strange practice had something to do with their worship of the Dragonqueen. Perhaps, it was that they thought closing the room up would make it harder for her to get in and out without being noticed. Oh well, she had still figured out how to do so.

A crescent moon hung several hand-spans above the eastern ridges of the mountains. By its light, Lynn could see, if not well enough for safety if there was a rattling maroon snake nearby, yet well enough to navigate the ground comfortably, as if she did not already know the lay-out of the ground around the hut. Her way took her past the broken altar.

Almost an hour later, Lynn pushed her way through bramble into a tiny cave she had found. This was by far the most dangerous part of what she was doing. If a rattling maroon snake had taken up residence in the cave, she would die now. However, the rattling maroon snake was rare enough Lynn felt only a small tremor of trepidation. She went forward with her plan. If she were to kill the priests of the Dragonqueen and free herself, Ameriasel, and Lirsyath from their dominance and fear, she needed her bow.

A week ago, nothing had been here. She checked on the bow regularly, and would have tried to so earlier today if she had not met Lirsyath instead. Lynn reached in, and withdrew her bow and arrows. She then strung the bow and fitted an arrow to the string. She drew it back to her cheek, then slowly released it. Yes, the wood still bent nicely, and she had not lost her strength. She could draw it back without her arm quivering. Next, she took the arrow and placed it back into her quiver. She drew the string back slightly and released it, enjoying the light twang as it snapped back into place. Excitement built within her. She felt as if she had been waiting to do this for a long time, she just had not realized it till now.

Lynn crept back, silently, towards the hut. She wondered, now, if some of the thrill she felt had little to do with what she now planned, and more to do with the fact that she had not hunted, or done much of anything because it suited her, for over a year now.

She settled herself on the top of a hill overlooking the hut, a boulder on one side of her, a bush on the other, and trees over her head. She laid her bow across her knees, and held an arrow in her hand. Then she waited, occasionally shifting slightly, while the crescent moon rose higher in the sky and then while the first whisper of light crept up the eastern horizon. Lynn did not have to fight to keep herself from falling asleep. It was refreshing to sit outside, the branches waving over her head in the gentle night-breeze, the cool air wafting down from the heights above raising goose-bumps on her skin, the mild, almost imperceptible scent of the night-flowers carried on the wind. Now and then she saw an owl fly past, sometimes hearing the softest whisper of the owl's wings on the air. Once, she heard the owl hoot from behind her. Another time she turned her head and saw a stag standing and watching her several paces away. Behind him, peaking out of the foliage, their eyes barely catching the moonlight, were several does.

A feeling of wellness, almost of gratitude, welled up in Lynn's heart.

No, Lirsyath. Stay where I left you. I know you are hungry. If you can catch something to eat, go ahead. I will try to feed you tomorrow. But, for now, stay. Do not come to me. I know. I'd like to have you here with me, too. It's good to be together. But I will be able to do what I must, and to adapt to whatever happens, better, if we are not in the same place. I love you.

Several minutes later, the dragon curled up and went back to sleep.

Lynn sighed. Her feelings and thoughts were such as they had never been before. She was about to kill the chosen servants of a goddess. Unlike Ameriasel, who, Lynn knew, doubted that she had been chosen by the Dragonqueen to be her High Priestess at all, Lynn believed it. Here she was, about to try to prevent it, for the Dragonqueen was evil. At least, she was what Lynn considered to be evil. Lynn had always disliked her, always hated her, even while offering her oath of allegiance. It was just not okay, even if you were a god, to kill people the way the Dragonqueen did so. Now, Lynn would fight the Dragonqueen. She did not feel pride or vanity exactly, did not feel like a hero. It was more something of relief, something of excitement, something of fear, something of satisfaction, something of a brisk practicalism that Lynn felt – and, then, the sense of freedom, engendered in great part by the night-air and the animals around her. Far away, she could hear wolves howling. Unlike the other women, and even men, of her village, Lynn had never feared the wolves.
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#3 - The Dragonqueen or Wizardry?
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Ameriasel did not want to open her eyes. She did not want to face the world. She was tired. She was confused. And, just last night, she had dreamed of dragons. She could barely remember the dream, could remember little more than an impression of dragons. She wanted to try to remember the dream. She wanted to finally get away from these idiots who wanted to burn dragon eggs and do who-knows-what-else. The things they wanted her to do disgusted Ameriasel. She resisted learning the history they tried to teach. She wished she could tell Lynn how much she wanted to leave this place. Maybe, if she could actually tell Lynn, Lynn would find a way, but she never had any time alone with Lynn. In fact, she never had any time at all when one of the priests of the Dragonqueen was not watching her. Desperately, she wanted to be alone. But, right now, she wanted to remember that dream...

Voices called out, shouting. After a few moments, they began to resolve in Ameriasel's mind. Someone shouted her name, and something about the wrath of the Dragonqueen and a warning.

Why didn't I see Lynn last night? Did she leave me? Ameriasel let her eyelids slip up. She glanced sideways. No one lay on Lynn's pallet. Lynn's voice was not among those she heard shouting.

NO! Lynn left me! NO!

Lynn had not left her. The thought reached Ameriasel with certainty. An image flashed into her mind, of Lynn, kneeling against a boulder, drawing her bow-string back to her cheek.

Oh! Ameriasel was utterly bewildered.

“Lirsyath.” The name entered her mind.

A dragon? she asked, at once knowing her assumption was correct.

Twang. Whizz. Thud. A cry, then more shouts. Ameriasel heard Lynn's name called. “There she is!” said another.

Ameriasel sprang to her feet. Cold fear clutched her heart. She knew what was happening. Lynn was shooting, as she shot a beast, the priests of the Dragonqueen. As much as she did not like them, she did not want to kill them, did not want to see them dead. She stood, feeling faint.

Ameriasel heard another arrow fly. Then a cry of, “No! Not that way! Into the hut! We must get Ameriasel!”

Ameriasel still felt dizzy. She looked around and saw no way out of the hut, as the priestess Calana entered. The windows were all barred. She slumped to the floor. No! she thought again.

Again, the dragon's thoughts mixed with her own. Why not? These people had participated in burning dragon eggs. These people were the most despicable of murderers.

The thought of killing people still made Ameriasel sick. Even so, I... don't! she told Lirsyath.

Calana strode across the room and picked Ameriasel up.

As Calana stepped out of the door, she screamed. Ameriasel struggled, thrashing at first. Then, with a hard bump, she fell and landed on the ground. Calana put her hand up to her mouth and cried out.

“NO!” Ameriasel screamed.

She rose to her feet, ignoring Lirsyath's injunctions to get out of the way so Lynn would have a clear shot at Calana. She shook, violently. Around her, lay the dead. One man lay with an arrow through his neck. “NO!” Ameriasel screamed again, wailing now.

“Lynn says to tell you to get out of the way so she can kill the priestess. Do you want to be a High Priestess to the Dragonqueen?”

I don't want to kill people! I don't want Calana to be dead, I don't want anything to be dead, I...!

Ameriasel felt Calana's hand around her shoulders again, and she jerked hard. She tried to run. She broke free of Calana's grasp, but fell. Spasms shook her, and she wretched. She continued to vomit, while Calana stooped and picked her up.

“Put her down!” commanded Lynn's voice.

“Not unless you put that bow away,” said Calana. Fear and uncertainty shook Calana's voice. There was not much she could do by herself. Lynn was probably stronger than her, and certainly Lynn and Ameriasel were stronger together. If Anakarn had listened fast enough, and survived, they might have a chance, as it was, what could she do? She had failed the Dragonqueen, failed miserably... then, she remembered. Might not the Dragonqueen help her?

Again, Ameriasel landed on the floor, too shaken to stand. Above her, Calana raised her hand and cried out. A wave of heat flashed over Ameriasel and then was gone.
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Lynn raced down the hill, her bow still in her hand. She saw Calana drop Ameriasel and, a moment later, a blinding radiance flashed around her, and Lynn felt terrible heat go by the side of her head, as she ducked and scrambled, trying to get down the hill as quickly as she could. She did not have any time to pay attention, though she wondered now if it was a mistake to charge down the hill. If she had just stood and shot her arrow, Calana would be dead now, who cares what Ameriasel thought or felt about it. She would not like the alternatives any better.

“HOW?!” cried Calana.

How what? wondered Lynn. She took a flying spring and landed heavily. She almost stumbled from the shock that tore through her body, then continued her mad run. Ameriasel still shivered at Calana's feet, but the priestess of the Dragonqueen looked on with pale face and bewildered eyes, shaking a little.

“Dragonqueen, save me!” cried out Calana. “It is not by my fault that I have failed you!”

Ameriasel, startled by the voice above her head, sat and looked around. Lynn skidded to a halt a pace away. Ameriasel gasped. Half the hair on one side of Lynn's head had been singed off! How was that?

“You deserve to die, Calana, and, if what I remember accurately of your own teaching about the Dragonqueen, your reward for failure will serve you right. It might not be your fault that you failed your chosen goddess, but it is your fault that you chose to serve her. Your soul and body deserve all the torment even she can mete out. I hope you suffer that torture forever, without relief, and that she shows you no more pity or consideration than she has shown many far better than yourself,” said Lynn, her voice harsh and pitiless. Ameriasel cringed.

Calana drew herself up straight and tried to gather what confidence she could. “She may yet have pity on me, but worse awaits you than even could await me, for I have been loyal. I may have failed, but whatever fault I could be thought to bear in that failure cannot be worse than your fault, for you have sworn allegiance to her and have then fought against and slain her priests. None will suffer more than the likes of you.”

Ameriasel rose then. “Stop this, both of you!” she cried.

I think you're right, Lirsyath. There is no Dragonqueen. “Your stupid argument about who is going to be tortured more in the afterlife is pointless!” she declared. “There isn't even a Dragonqueen.”

“There is a Dragonqueen,” said Lynn. “I saw her with my own eyes. She is cruel, and powerful, and deadly.”

“There is no Dragonqueen,” repeated Ameriasel. “You know that, well, Lynn. And, whatever you saw, however cruel and powerful and deadly this Camri was, she is dead now, and has no power over the souls of men or dragons!”

“You dare speak the sacred name?” gasped Calana, now whiter than ever. “And she is not dead. To prove it to you, it is with her power that I only barely missed blasting Lynn with fire.

“What do you mean?” cried Ameriasel and Lynn at the same time.

“Indeed, it is because she wanted to prove her power on you and so gain you to belief in her, both of you, that I burnt up not Lynn but that–” continued Calana, pointing.

Ameriasel lifted her head and saw. On the hillside, a bush was smoldering. Around it, grass burned and smoked.

Lynn cursed under her breath. How had she been so thoughtless? The wave of heat had been real. Now there was going to be a forestfire! At the same moment, Lirsyath spoke to both Lynn and Ameriasel. It was not the power of the Dragonqueen that Calana had utilized. It was wizardry, pure and simple. Calana was an inexperienced wizard.

“Ameriasel,” said Lynn, “Go. Flee towards the stream. I will follow in a moment.”

“Go!” Ameriasel heard Lirsyath's reassurance that Lynn knew what she was doing and would, in fact, come in a moment.

Behind Ameriasel, Lynn grabbed Calana's arm as the priestess of the Dragonqueen turned to flee. Calana found herself caught, and stared with cold, desperate dignity into Lynn's eyes. Lynn dragged her into the building and found rope. Calana struggled, but Lynn was much stronger. For one thing, the priestess was famished. Lynn, wandering daily in the woods and eating berries and fruits, ate better than the dedicated priestess of the Dragonqueen. Even so, she was amazed at Calana's weakness. Perhaps it was an after-effect of wizardry, but, whatever the cause, she succeeded in looping the rope around Calana's wrists and pulling it tight. As she dragged Calana by the end of it, she spoke. “You have my best wishes. If you can utilize your wizardry to free yourself from the rope or somehow save yourself from the fire you have made then do so! But, if not, then await your queen. You've taught that burning the dragons in their eggs is not such an evil, since they go to eternal reward with the Dragonqueen. Go, through the same torment, to the same reward, you who are guilty and not innocent!”

She fastened the rope tightly to a tree, then turned and ran as fast as she could. She knew that Lirsyath flew above Ameriasel's shoulder. She knew clearly in what direction to go and how best to follow them. At the very least, the stream would slow the fire. It might stop it.

Lynn had been honest in telling Calana, “If you can... somehow save yourself from the fire... then do so!” She did not particularly want to kill Calana or any of the others. She only wanted them to cause no more trouble. If that meant killing them, that was fine by her. And, if Calana could discover that the power was not that of the Dragonqueen, but of her own wizardry, then maybe Calana could reconsider her fanatic devotion to the Dragonqueen and prove an ally.
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#4 - Flashbacks
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Awareness of her surroundings slowly dawned on Lauray's mind. It was dark. She was stiff and sore. For a moment she wondered where she was. Was she still in that dungeon? Had the reign of King Jormul, the general amnesty, her wanderings since then, had it all been a dream? But the ground underneath her was bumpy. It did not feel like the prison straw, and it did not feel like the flat, hard stone floor. Her hands and feet were bound. She wasn't usually left in her cell with her hands and feet tied. Where was she?

Her head throbbed. Where was she? What had happened? What was she doing yesterday?

Her mind flitted back into the past.

––––––––
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Lauray stood her ground, though her whole body trembled with fear. “No!” she shouted. “I am not your wife. I will not lie with you. It is illegal for you to do this to me! I didn't marry you. I'm not your slave. Let me go back to my father and leave me alone!”

“If you won't do this nicely, I'll have to force you to see how nice this is. Isn't it better to be the wife of a courtier, indeed, of the King's Second Advisor, than a tanner's daughter?”

...

Lauray knelt on the edge of the bed. She had to kill him. She just had to. He had stolen her from her family, assaulted her, and raped her. She didn't care that he seemed to think he was above the law, above the human race, above the necessity of behaving like a reasonable human being and treating others decently or suffering the consequences of his ill-behavior, because he was one of the King's courtiers. She could not live with him, and the house was locked. The windows were barred. Otherwise, she might try to run away. No, she had to do this, with the knife she had stolen and hid under his bed.

Her hand trembled as she held the knife. She had to do this. She could not let him touch her again. She would rather die. She shook when she thought of what he had done to her. She would not be his wife. She would not bear children for him. If she married, she would marry a man of her choosing. Though now she doubted anyone would marry her, even if she could escape with her life...

No one else would help her. No one else would see justice done either to her or to him. She took a deep breath, willing herself to stop shaking so much.

...

The flat, unemotional voice of the judge rang in the room. “Do you argue against the testimony, Lauray, daughter of Efronor?”

Lauray drew her shoulders together. “Yes, sir, I do. This man – this Konathkar Mordaeran – kidnapped me. He grabbed me, took me into his house, and beat me when I did not comply with his wishes. Then he forced them upon me. I had no other recourse. I killed him in self-defense and after he had committed crimes against me which warrant execution under the laws of Enarlanbough and all the free countries of Southern Syrwe.”

“So you admit to having murdered the King's Second Advisor, Konathkar Mordaeran?”

“No, sir. I killed him in lawful self-defense.”

...

Lauray sat against the wall and tucked her knees up to her chin. Despite her misery, she did not, even for a moment, regret that she was not Konathkar's wife – probably his second wife – lying in his bed when he desired it and bearing his children. Nonetheless, she was miserable. She felt defiled. She hoped the rest of her family was not suffering, too. It was all pure misfortune. She had never tried to be such a beautiful woman that she would catch the eye of the King's Second Advisor! But now, here she was, beaten, raped, convicted of murder, and thrown in a dungeon.

...

Lauray wondered why she wasn't dead. She hurt so much, but it wasn't the torture that made her wish for death. Rather, she embraced the torture as a means to death. She had been years in this miserable hole. When was the last time she had seen the light of the sun? When was the last time she had felt the breeze on her face? She felt overwhelmed by shame. Sometimes, she even questioned whether she was a murderer. Certainly, ever since she killed Konathkar, she had felt dirty and disgusting. Yet, even now, she did not regret having resisted Konathkar, but she wondered why she didn't die. Again and again, she disobeyed the prison rules. Again and again, she was beaten or flogged or dragged off for other forms of torture. Never had she allowed the pain and weakness to cow her. Always she returned to seeking what little remained of life in this hole, conversing with the other prisoners as much as they were willing, refusing to act subservient and cowed before the prison guards or torturers, even those who used her. She wondered if those knew her history, why she was here. More, she wondered why she couldn't die. Sometimes, she had gone into a coma, but always she had awakened and regained her strength, despite the fact that no special care was given her and that she didn't care to regain it or live.

...

As always before, Lauray fought as hard as she could, every step of the way, as she was bound for torture. Grimly, she wondered if she would die, now that she no longer wanted to die. It was not that the prospect caused her fear. She was no more afraid of death now than she had ever been before. She was just no longer unhappy with life. Whatever her shame was, it was forever gone. It was her shame that would die, not her soul. Death would be conquered and she would come out of it with its Conqueror, unscathed by it.

“Not that I care about being tortured anymore than I ever did,” said Lauray, bound at last so that she could fight no more, “but I'll tell you everything you want to know – at least, I'll tell you everything I know, about this Promise. You don't have to torture me. I'm eager to tell you.”

One of the men leaned in close to her face. “You fight awfully hard for someone who's not afraid.”

“I fight because I'm not afraid, but you have no right,” said Lauray. “Now, if you ask me, I'll tell you everything I know about the Promised Conqueror.”
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A cold breeze blew past her. Lauray shivered. Where was she? What had happened to her? Why was she here?

She twisted, and bruises all over her body twinged. She had been fighting someone, hadn't she? Fighting someone who wanted to carry her off and do what with her? It definitely hadn't been the King's men... They worshiped some god, didn't they?

––––––––
[image: ]


Lauray resisted the impulse to laugh and flinch at the same time as the torturers readied to inflict pain yet again. Countless times she had been tortured as she consistently and unrepentantly defied the rules of the prison. Never before had she been tortured for information, and for information she did not even have and that did not even exist! The Promised Conqueror had nothing to do with Hasseleighton. He was a god or something greater than a god – a god of all gods! Of course, they were right that she had no loyalty to Enarlanbough. Why should she, after what Enarlanbough did to her? She didn't have any loyalty to Hasseleighton, either, though!

Then the torture interrupted her ability to think. She fought to stay calm.
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Really, where was she? What had she been thinking just a moment before? Something about... loyalty. No, no one had been torturing her for information recently. She had just been captured, and she had fought, as usual, as hard as she could, every step of the way. Her captors had stopped to beat her, then picked her up again, but she did not stop fighting. This had repeated several times, at least.
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“You really do have an atrocious looking nose, Dorn. It's nearly as big as your whole face! I can't even see your eyes for it!”

Dorn sighed. He jabbed her lightly in the ribs. “And your hair might as well be swamp-ferns, Lauray,” he said, scowling at her.

––––––––
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A wave of sadness swept over Lauray. She wondered why. She should be happy, sitting here, teasing her brother and tossing jokes back and forth. Why did this make her sad?

She remembered now. She shivered and her whole body hurt. She wasn't sitting at the dinner table with Dorn. She had not seen Dorn since the day when she was walking home from taking a delivery from her father to the house of a business-friend of his, and the Second Advisor had ordered his carriage pulled over and tossed her into it, more than fifteen years ago, maybe more than twenty – she had eventually lost track of the time in prison. She wondered if he was all right. Even if her family had survived the misfortune that had fallen upon her, they could easily have perished under the reign of the Dragonqueen.

But where was she now? Who had captured her? Where had she been going? What had she been doing?

The Dragonqueen... but wasn't the Dragonqueen gone, dead? Had that only been a dream? No... what was it? Oh yes, the Cult of the Dragonqueen. They worshiped what they imagined the Dragonqueen to be.

A hard voice split the silence. “Stop it! That child, young though he is, is a serious traitor, and you will not talk to him! Do you hear me, you trouble-maker?”

I'd gladly betray Enarlanbough if there was anything better I could betray Enarlanbough to, thought Lauray. But I really don't think this Promise has anything to do with betraying countries...
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Lauray lay still. Her whole body throbbed. She was trying to think. What exactly had been going on? Why had she wandered into the territory occupied by the Cult of the Dragonqueen? She wished she could remember what she had been thinking...
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Loud, harsh, desperate sounds jolted her into awareness.

It sounded like people were screaming and fighting.

It was light. It was the middle of the day!

Then Lauray heard the words. “We'd better hurry! It looks like it's in the direction of the Sacred Place and the Unholy Altar!”

What? she wondered. The Sacred Place and the Unholy Altar? What can that mean? Did I hear wrong?

I must have heard wrong. It's probably the Sacred Place and the All-holy Altar.
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#5 - Dragon Speaker
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As Lynn hurried after Ameriasel and her dragon, she considered a peculiar oddity she only now had time to pay attention to. Ameriasel and Lirsyath had been talking back and forth quite a lot. When she first noticed it was happening, she was too busy to pay attention to it. Now, even though she had to hurry, she had space to think. Dragons were not known to be able to speak to other humans than their riders. That meant Ameriasel must be a Dragon Speaker, one of those rare humans who could speak to any dragon.

Lynn was convinced now that Lirsyath was right, and that the fireball had been an act of wizardry, not of the Dragonqueen. The previous High Priestess of the Dragonqueen, Cassian, had been a Dragon Keeper and a Dragon Speaker according to their report. The “aura” that had emanated from Cassian and now emanated from Ameriasel was almost certainly something having to do with both girls being Dragon Speakers, and possibly also Dragon Keepers. It had nothing at all do with any “choice” of the Dragonqueen. In fact, Lynn was beginning to think Lirsyath and Ameriasel might be right, and the Dragonqueen was quite dead and gone, not a real goddess, but some inexplicably powerful being in more or less the same order of existence as dragons and humans and the rest of visible Kaarathlon, at least visible Lower Kaarathlon.

That made her feel better. She did not really want Calana to die in a slow agony. She was willing to risk it given the nature of Calana's own beliefs, but she did not really want it. She had chosen not to shoot Calana after binding her to the tree because, for one, she was afraid that, if frightened that she was about to die, Calana might be able to repeat the fireball and actually hit her this time and, also, because she thought that Calana had a chance to live and reform, for she might find that she was able to use her wizardry to free herself, both living and discovering that the Dragonqueen was a lie.

Yes, Lirsyath. I'm glad you like the fact that I've come round to your position.
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Ahead of her, Ameriasel ran, hurried along by the beautiful dragon flying above her head. She was not really scared of the fire. She was enjoying getting to run, something she had not gotten to do nearly enough of over the past year or so, under the rule of those priests of the Dragonqueen. At the same time, she regularly wanted to stop. She wanted to look at things. She wanted to look at the trees and flowers. She wanted to look at the vines and bushes. At one point, she found herself treading through mint and wanted to stop to smell it.

Then, she felt the animals around her notice the smoke and the fear. A ripple of fear passed through them. Ameriasel felt the urge to flee, to run, to get out of the way of the fire. With renewed motivation, she followed the glittering green dragon. Lirsyath was such beautiful colors!

She felt the pleasure that washed over the dragon. Lirsyath was very happy that Ameriasel thought her beautiful! She was so beautiful, wasn't she?

Listening to the exchange, from Lirsyath's end, while she ran and hurried and dodged through trees, Lynn laughed. She was definitely catching up.

Several minutes later, she caught sight of Ameriasel hurrying through the greenery on the side of the stream. Above her, Lirsyath's scales glittered and flashed. At this thought of Lynn's, the green and yellow dragon turned and let out a squeal.

Ameriasel stopped, too. “Lynn! I was worried about you.”

“No need to be,” said Lynn, hastening up. “Didn't you know I was okay?”

“So Lirsyath told me, but when the animals became afraid, I didn't like the fact you were behind us,” said Ameriasel.

“It's all right. I'm here now,” said Lynn. “Let's keep on going.”

A few minutes later, Ameriasel said, “Do you think the stream is good to drink from? I'm thirsty.”

“We'll drink from it if we have to,” said Lynn. “I'd rather boil the water first.”

“I'm not sure how we'll do that,” said Ameriasel, panting. “We don't have any dishes.”

“You're right,” said Lynn, panting as well. “I should have picked something up back there.”

After she had caught her breath, Ameriasel said, “You're not going to go back!”

“I wouldn't think of it,” replied Lynn.

Another couple of minutes passed. As Ameriasel hurried, often running, Lynn wondered if she should tell her that the fire was probably little danger to them. The stream was high and the foliage around the stream was very green. The fire looked to be only a grass fire. It would probably not throw embers far enough to jump the stream, and it might not burn the wet grass and bushes very well, or even at all.

“What were you doing back there?” asked Ameriasel, breathlessly. They were running again.

Lynn didn't answer for a few moments. How would she put it in a way which wouldn't make Ameriasel flaming mad?

“I made sure Calana won't be able to threaten us,” said Lynn finally.

It took Ameriasel a few moments to respond. They were making their way around a little waterfall. When they got to the bottom, she said, “You didn't kill her, did you?”

“I did not,” answered Lynn.

“Will she die in the fire?” asked Ameriasel.

“Probably not. To some extent, it depends on the choices she makes,” said Lynn.

Ameriasel nodded, as if she understood that quite well. As she continued, Lynn in the lead now, she shuddered as the image of the dead priests of the Dragonqueen thrust itself into her mind, as real as it had been the frightful moment she had seen it. She could not get the image out of her mind. How? How could anyone die? How could anyone kill anyone else? How had Lynn done it?

Yes, Lirsyath. I've heard this before. They deserved it. It was the only way for us to be free, for you to live. They burn unhatched dragons alive whenever they can find them. I know this. It's so horrible! I just... It's wrong.

Do I think Lynn did wrong? I just think it's wrong! Death is wrong! Killing is wrong. Mostly... I can't say it, Lirsyath. It's just wrong. Not right. UGH! Ameriasel growled softly. It's horrid. It's sad. If you don't understand me–! She wanted to cry. Sobs shook her as she continued down the trail.

About an hour later, Ameriasel said, “Lynn, I'm really thirsty. Since we can't boil water anyways, I want to just drink.”

“All right,” said Lynn. “Let's do it then.”

The water was cool and refreshing. Ameriasel straightened from her drink and looked around. “Lynn,” she said, pointing, “Let's go that way.”

“Why?” asked Lynn. “It's away from the stream.”

“It's also straight away from the fire. You said the fire probably can't even jump the stream. It's also farther away from the hut and the servants of the Dragonqueen,” said Ameriasel. “Won't they come looking for us again?”

Lynn was silent for a moment, considering. For some reason, Lirsyath wanted them to follow Ameriasel's suggestion. Why? she asked the dragon.

No clear or articulate reason flowed from the dragon to her rider, but only an impression of which Lynn could make no sense. Lirsyath thought something, but it was something at which Lynn could not even make a guess.

Why does the fact Ameriasel wants to go that way mean you want us to go that way, even though you wouldn't see any reason or feel any desire to go that way on your own? asked Lynn.

Lirsyath offered something like a shrug.

“All right. We'll go that way,” said Lynn.

They trekked over and around several hills. Smoke rose to the north-east of them, obscuring the mountains and sky, and spiraling up in a shape which caused Ameriasel to feel strange things whenever she stopped and looked at it. Was it beautiful? Was it horrible? Was it threatening? What was it?

They were jogging through a patch of slightly greener-than-usual-at-this-time grass, when a sharp impression flowed to them from Lirsyath. Ahead of them, and a little to the left, someone was laying. The dragon did not know much about her, except that she was hurt.

They continued and, shortly, Lynn observed signs of humans moving around in the grass and stomping. Lirsyath flew ahead and sent back to Lynn an image of what could only be a camp-site. A bit of camping gear had been abandoned. In the middle of it a woman was laying down, her hands and feet bound by ropes. Red and purple bruises swelled all over what was exposed of her skin. She stirred.

So, whoever made the camp wasn't this woman, thought Lynn.

She veered in the direction of the woman and soon both humans saw what the dragon had related.

Ameriasel stopped, standing right over the beaten woman. “I wonder who did this to her.”

“The Cult of the Dragonqueen?” suggested Lynn.

“Maybe,” said Ameriasel. “I wonder what we can do for her.”

“Lirsyath doesn't know,” said Lynn.

“I know that,” said Ameriasel.

The woman's eyes flitted open. They wandered around, almost aimlessly, and certainly confused. “What – who are – Ellani!” she said.

“Ellani?” asked Ameriasel.

“What are you doing here? What happened to me?” asked the woman.

“Running away from a fire,” said Ameriasel. “I don't know what happened to you.”

Lynn knelt down next to the woman's feet. “Hold still for a moment,” she said.

“What are you going to do?” asked the woman.

“Cut your bonds,” said Lynn.

“All right. Please do.”

It took a little while for Lynn to saw through the ropes with the knife. When she had unbound the woman's feet, she moved to where Ameriasel stood, and cut the ropes around her hands. “There! All done now,” said Lynn, straightening.

“Thanks,” said the woman. She sat up, and Ameriasel could see her wince. “I don't know why. I've been really confused. I still don't remember all of what happened and what I was doing, but I don't think I'm going to mistake you for Ellani again,” she said, smiling at Ameriasel. The girl thought there was something very sad about her smile.

“That's okay. My name is Ameriasel,” said Ameriasel.

“Ameriasel,” said the woman, testing the name on her tongue.

“And my name is Lynn. My dragon's name is Lirsyath.”

“I don't know if I can remember that many names right now,” said the woman. “My own name is Lauray.”

“It's nice to meet you, Lauray,” said Lynn. “It's okay if you forget my name. I can always tell you it again when you want to know it. What would you like right now?”

“Water,” said Lauray. “And some shade.” She moved as if to stand.

“Here, let me help you,” said Lynn, giving her a hand.

Ameriasel stepped out of the way. She did not know what to do about the water. They were probably at least two hours away from the stream. She walked towards the edge of the camp and called with her mind. She wondered if any of the animals would be able to tell her where to go for water: whether back the way they had come or another way. She did not want to go back the way they came. That was closer to the fire, wasn't it?

She stopped, then, bewildered. I can talk to animals?

Well, I can certainly talk to dragons. Why not animals?

Dragons bond to a human and then talk to that human. Animals never talk to us. But I've always felt as if I could almost understand what they were saying to each other. But that doesn't mean they can hear me the way Lirsyath can hear me. I just maybe can learn to speak the same language they speak to each other if I can be around them enough.

Ameriasel continued walking. If she could reach the top of that ridge, she might be able to see if there was a stream on the other side of it that was nearer than the one they had left – as well as more in the direction they wanted to go.

––––––––
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Meanwhile, Lynn helped Lauray to sit down in the shade of a tree. When she straightened, she looked around her. “Ameriasel!” Where had the child disappeared to?

A moment later she felt Lirsyath's reassurance in her mind. Ameriasel was just going to the top of the ridge to see if she could see another stream from there.

That's a worthy idea, thought Lynn, but why is she going alone? Does she not remember being captured by the servants of the Dragonqueen?

You'll go with her? You're not big enough and strong enough to fight them! Maybe if you breathed fire, but you don't, not yet. They'll kill you on sight!

Perhaps, but Lirsyath could tell if there was anyone around. She would warn Ameriasel and they would both be able to get away or hide before they were discovered if she went scouting.

I'm really not used to what dragons can do.

“No, that you are not,” said Lirsyath, giggling a little. She did a little aerial pirouette and then flew off after Ameriasel.

Why is Ameriasel going at all? suggested Lynn. Why don't
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