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I wrote Epoch of the Promise: Dawn Unseen because I wanted to think and explore. To question, test, and discover. Not to shy from the challenges this world presents to my beliefs or understanding of things, but to embrace them.

Specifically, I was thinking about matters of religious or spiritual significance. Questions like, why do some people seem to be evil, wanting to do things that are just purely horrible, and what does it mean to trust or believe in God when it seems that all the power in the world belongs to evil – when your sufferings seem unendurable, or worse, when others suffer for your choices. A lot of Christian preaching – which is what I was around when this novel was born – seems like pat answers before the sheer horror of what human beings endure and do to each other.

Naturally, Epoch of the Promise: Dawn Unseen can get very apparently religious at times. I say apparently, because what people mean by religion is not always the same. Dawn Unseen is, above all, not intended to be about pat or dogmatic answers. It is an exploration of issues, an exploration of how I felt about things. It is an exploration of human experience – not an issue of “God has said thus, believe it or call Him a liar,” but of what the particular fictional people in this story experience and perceive, and how they interpret their experiences.

It is meant to provoke thought and feeling. To answer questions only in the sense of proposing thoughts and feelings that someone may not have encountered before, or recombining them in ways someone might not have considered. It is not an answer, but a story.

Though it gets very dark at times, dealing with themes of emotional and physical torture, Epoch of the Promise: Dawn Unseen is virtually clean of anything resembling gore. Descriptions never go into more detail than a passing reference to something like blood, a scream, or phrases such as 'burned alive'. The same terror and imagination that leads me to explore certain themes almost obsessively at times is also responsible for a strict avoidance of anything remotely resembling torture details.

And, as one of my characters in a different world has said recently, there's not much, if anything, you can say that's not an oversimplification of matters, at best ....
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Cassian Shearin Muireal was a slender girl of nine years old. She had soft, thin, blond hair and hazel eyes. She was generally energetic and aware of her surroundings, but there was nothing particularly unusual or spectacular about her or her three-years-older sister, Amrath Shearin Muireal. Amrath was built about average. She had dark brown hair, hazel eyes, and was less energetic than her younger sister. They often played with a boy who was ten, also built rather average, having dark eyes, black hair, and skin the color of an almond. His name was Norden Jaryle Palece, but he was called Jaryle.

One early summer afternoon the trio was playing on a hillside overlooking a little village. “I'd like to go look in that cave!” said Cassian, pointing to a hole in a little precipice above them.

“Okay,” said Amrath, looking up from her pile of assorted leaves.

“There probably aren't any baby goats in there,” said Jaryle. “There might be snake babies.”

“Nonsense,” declared Amrath. “Fall is the time for baby snakes– there might be unhatched snake eggs. Ooh! That would be gross.”

“There might be dragon eggs!” said Cassian, her face lit up.

“Probably not,” said Amrath, in a tone of voice that meant, “That's ridiculous.”

“Well, are we going?” said Cassian, looking around at her sister and friend. Amrath was still half-sitting half-laying in the grass, and Jaryle was arranging sticks and rocks for a play castle.

“Sure,” said Amrath, getting to her feet rather slowly.

Jaryle jumped up.

Two minutes later, Cassian was leading the older ones into a dark space, half-hole, half-tunnel, and half-cavern. A little before it was totally dark, Jaryle almost bumped into something. “Hey! What's this?” he exclaimed. “Cassy! Amrath!” Before the two girls could get to his side, he had put his hand on the object. “I think it feels scaly.”

“You think?” asked Amrath skeptically. She put her hands on her hips and examined the roughly egg-shaped object. It was hard to see very well in this lighting. She certainly did not want to touch it.

Cassian reached out her hand. “It has a pulse.”

“A what?” asked Amrath.

Jaryle drew back his hand. “What, Cassy? You can't touch it?”

“I'm not touching it?” Cassian sounded puzzled.

“No, you're not,” said Amrath, taking a closer look. The way her younger sister was leaning, the position of her hand and arm, it sure looked like Cassian was touching something, only the mysterious object was about two inches beneath her hand.

Jaryle touched it again, this time sliding his hand underneath Cassian's. Amrath observed, “I think it might be red, but it's too dark in here to be too sure.”

“I'm not touching it!” exclaimed Cassian. She removed her hand, and stepped back. Quickly, she wheeled around and lightly ran out.

Amrath started following at a much more sedate pace. Jaryle called after Cassian, “What are you doing?”

“Just getting a stick.” Cassian did not bother looking over her shoulder, and it took the two older ones a moment to realize what she had just said.

“What on earth would she want with a stick?” Amrath muttered to herself.

A few moments later, Cassian returned with her stick. She thrust it in at the object, and it slid across it, for some reason making no noise at all. As quick as lightning, she slid her hand along the stick, in past where she had been resisted a mere half-minute ago, and touched the object with the tips of her fingers.

The children could never quite figure out what happened next. Jaryle said that the instant Cassian touched the object– he had already begun to think of it as an egg of some sort– it was gone, but he never could recall if there was something within it– rather, where it had been– or if so, what. The very next moment something equally strange and hardly even knowable happened. There was a flash, a blast, an explosion. However, exactly what it was, none of the children knew. Cassian said it was something like light, only she did not just see it with her eyes, she saw it with her whole body. Not only did she see it with her whole body, she saw it directly with her brain. Amrath was not sure if she had seen it with her eyes at all, but she did say that she perceived it in a way that was 'like seeing'.

At any rate, that flash, that explosion, of something that was like light, hurled them all away from the apparent source, and flung them on the ground, flat on their backs.

For several millennia, Camri had 'slept' in a state of conscious oblivion, her presence feeding and growing off of the energy fields that are strung through the universe, like webs and liquids, emanating from, permeating, and passing through all that is, as well as interacting with each other in ways too complex and secret for any human– or even dragon– to comprehend. Now, for the first time in her multi-millennium-long half-existence, Camri was aware of something other than oblivion: a mind, resembling her own in a way that no interaction of the energy fields did– a mind far freer than her own.

Then, something– or someone– pierced the shield, pierced the imprisonment and freedom from the definitiveness and reality of the actual world. It was sheer torment– for a moment, a flash, an instant. It was as though she were being burned into existence, exploded into reality, chained into freedom. It was one instant of awful torture, intolerable, unbearable; it felt as though it would annihilate her– in a sense it was, in fact, doing so– and yet it was defining her, making her, giving her life. For the first time in countless millennia, Camri was living, and so, for the first time, she was dying.

Then, the awful shock was over, and Camri stood, in a sort of imprisonment in reality, for the first time aware, and for the first time confined in her awareness. For the first time capable, and for the first time limited in her capabilities. For the first time alive, and for the first time dying.

As far as the children could tell, a strange creature, female, though none of the children knew how they could tell, stood where the egg had been. She seemed hardly part of this world. Somehow, Cassian knew her name– Camri. Wings spread out from her shoulders, and seemed almost to fill the cavern, only they hardly seemed to be real, at any rate in the same sense as the rock was real. Cassian put it this way, “Her wings were really there, all right. They were only a different there. It wasn't so much that they were there in a different way than the rocks were, or that we were. They were a different there.” Jaryle said that he could make nothing of that, but then again neither could he make anything of the experience itself. Amrath said she did not really understood what Cassian was saying, but it sounded right, in a way. “Cassian's right in the same way that the wings were real, and she's wrong in the same way that the wings weren't real. The whole thing was rather like two different worlds, too different kinds of worlds, meeting, touching, merging.”

The color of the wings was another thing that could never really be figured out. Jaryle said they were see-through, sort of like glass, and yet different. “One can see glass, at least around the edges. Even the edges of these wings could not be seen. Everything looks somehow, barely different, through glass, whereas what was on the other side of the wings looked exactly the same as that which had no wings between it and my eyes. And yet... and yet... I saw the wings.” Cassian claimed they were no color and every color, and said she had no memory whatsoever of whether she could– or could not– see what was on the other side of the wings from her. Amrath claimed the wings were a color that had never been seen before– perhaps no human eye could see their color– and yet familiar. She had seen it before, but not with her eyes, and she could remember it, but there was no name for it. It had a silvery sheen, but that was about all she could tell about it. “There are colors we can't see, but sometimes we can sense them– in music, or in fragrances, for example. As a result, we can occasionally recognize them. It was one of those.”

The woman was very tall, but, here again, there was something strange going on. The children could hardly be certain whether she was six and a half feet tall, or a hundred feet tall. Amrath had the clearest idea on this. “Her height was about seven and a half feet, but she was taller than we could tell.” Cassian said she had not paid any attention to that; she was taller than they were, she was imposing, and it could not have mattered less exactly how tall she was. An energy pulse radiated from her, that Cassian, alone, felt very strongly, but of which Amrath says that she felt “a dim awareness.” There was something scaly about her form.

In a voice that seemed to resonate through the cavern, and yet did not echo, was strong as the ocean tides, and yet as cold as ice, Camri spoke. The children could never decide whether they heard it with their ears or with their minds, but one thing was sure: it did not exactly have words, in the normal sense. None of them could resist it. Madly, they fled, knowing not why, nor even from what.

Minutes later, stitches in their sides, for they had all run as fast as they knew how, the three collapsed on the bank of the stream that ran by the village of which their families were part. As soon as she had enough breath to speak Cassian said, “What was that creature? I feel almost as though I know her, but I did not recognize her at all. Somehow, I feel like I met her. Just now.”

Amrath nodded. “I don't know what you mean about knowing her, or meeting her, but it was all very strange. Like there's some twist in reality, or in the nature of things. Some strange, new dimension. Wizardry, I would say, though I know precious little of it.”

Jaryle just shook his head. “I don't like it at all. I'm not sure what it was, or even if it WAS, but I do know it isn't real in the normal sense, and I think we should tell our parents that something is not right around here– particularly in that cave.”

Amrath nodded. “Might not be a bad idea.”

Cassian was staring off into the distance, at nothing in particular. “I just feel like I know her, now. She needs someone,” she said, to no one in particular.

“She is evil,” said Amrath. “You should not get involved with her.”

Cassian said nothing in reply. After resting a few minutes, they got up and walked to the village.
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That night, Mr. Kender Muireal had a long discussion with his daughters about exactly what it was that they had encountered. When he was at last satisfied that they had told him all that they could, he tucked them into bed, rather disturbed himself. He was not at all sure that he even understood what it was that they had attempted to tell him; still less was he sure what the implications of this event might be, or where its effects might begin. Even had Cassian and Amrath been prone to make things up, he felt quite certain that no adult, and certainly, no child, would have been able to come up with this story about convoluted reality and things that were a different there, whatever that meant. He resolved at once to call a meeting of the Village Council, a body composed of most of the men of Dayle Village and a few of the women.

The meeting lasted almost till daybreak, when they decided that they needed to go to bed for a few hours. At one point, Miss Harliona Masarline, Kender's unwed aunt– the only unmarried woman over nineteen in the village– had brought up ancient myths as a possible solution to the issue of “what exactly” was going on. She was the only person in the village who had spent any appreciable time in a city, and she had spent perhaps nine months studying ancient legends and myths. If there was any truth to any of them– which she greatly suspected– even if there were no legend that actually told the story of how “Camri” had come to be, perhaps there was one that held the key, or at least a hint.

The next evening, the Village Council decided that they would send Miss Harliona Masarline, with her great nephew, nineteen year old Dasak, to the City of the Star-lit Wave, center of interest in legends and myths, and also of the Wizardry Academy. Only ninety miles from the City of the Star-lit Wave was the Citadel of Dragons' Scar, where the elite Dragons and Dragon-riders were trained.

“Harliona!– I did get your name right?” The voice was that of Targas, who had been Harliona's teacher in legends and mythology, and the legends specialist-in-training, back when she was young. She was fifty-six now, and had not dared to think that Targas might still be alive– why, he must be something like seventy now!

“You got my name right. Targas?” Harliona stepped into his embrace. “It is great to see you again. Why, seeing you makes me feel young!”

Targas hugged Harliona back. She had been a teenager when he had taught her, and only a couple of years older than his own daughter. “You almost make me feel younger,” he replied, then disengaged and stepped away.

“Tell me, how is Arlian?” asked Harliona. “And your wife?”

“Arlian married a hunter from one of the villages in the mountains around Dragons' Scar. From what I know, they raised a nice family, and have some young grandchildren. I only hear from her occasionally. And my wife,” here a sadness crossed his face, “she died last February.”

“Oh.”

“I never thought I'd see you again? How is your family? Why are you here? Did you marry? Have you any grandchildren?”

Harliona put her hands to her head. “Wait, wait, wait!” she exclaimed. “We're fine. Dad died years ago. Mom is very old now, and we expect her to pass shortly. All my siblings are still alive, except Katrisha. No, I didn't marry. I am here, because,” she paused for a few, long moments, “because my sister's son's daughters and their playmate found– or awakened– or released– some sort of who-knows-what named– according to one of my grandnieces– Camri.”

“Camri?” Targas repeated, almost to himself. Then, “And why did you come to the Halls about it?”

“It is my belief that the legends and myths of the ancients may offer us the clue to what Camri is, if there is not one that actually explains her– it– and how she– it– came to... exist.”

“Okay,” said Targas. He had no idea what to make of an old student showing up at the Halls and telling a story about some legendary who-knows-what awakening in her village. Speaking of villages, he did not even remember the name of Harliona's. He stood for a moment, then said, “Come in.”

Harliona stepped into the entry to the Halls. She had never been to the Halls. She was glad her old friend, Targas, had made it into the Halls. “So,” she asked, “what sort of position do you have? I knew you wanted to make scholar.”

“I did,” he said, beaming with pride. He felt that Harliona was both sane and telling the truth, but her story seemed a little far-fetched. Several strides in, walking on royal blue carpets, he said, “I'll take you to some people who might be interested. Depending on what we decide, we'll call a meeting about this... Camri, tomorrow.”

The scholars were so impressed by Harliona's report about Camri that they called a meeting that very night, with two wizards in attendance. Once again, Harliona presented what had been reported by Amrath, Cassian, and Jaryle. After listening with a rapt expression on her face, the female wizard leaned forward to interject, “I wish we had the children here, or at least Amrath and Cassian.”

“Why the girls?” asked Harliona.

The wizard, whose name was Annistia, said, “From what you relay– about what each individual perceived, it seems to me that Amrath and Cassian have a keen perception of the Draconic and/or Ethereal Realms. Jaryle, not so much.” Annistia paused for a moment, her eyes closed, then she went on, “You, Harliona, though you know the beginnings of legend and myth, have never heard even the basics of Wizardry. Well, there is the world as we know it, and there are also the Hidden Realms, as they are most commonly known. I cannot go in to all of that, at the moment, but the first two division made is that between the Draconic Realm (singular) and the Ethereal Realms (plural). Some people are extremely adept in one particular realm and may not even be able to see a glimmer in most of the others. Which more than explains the difference in the perceptions and interactions of Amrath, Cassian, and Jaryle with... Camri. The most common instance of this is with Dragon Speakers, who can be more or less adept in the Dragon World, and often completely incapable of drawing upon or directing Ethereal energies. Of course, all the Realms are interconnected, and the world as most of us know it is actually more interconnected with these... other Realms than we– even Wizards– are usually aware.”

The male wizard, Saragon, interjected, “Annistia, Miss Harliona won't follow you at all, if you go on this way, and I'm not sure about the rest of the scholars either.” Directing himself to the rest of the table he said, “Being able to talk to Amrath and Cassian, and even Jaryle, would help us understand more of what is going on here... there.”

“Ah,” said Harliona, not quite understanding, but figuring she understood well enough. “Umm... Does anyone have any ideas? Any legends that might tell us anything about this... Camri?”

Targas looked down at his hands and said “For some reason... I want to say a legend known as The Two Wizards and One Dragon Egg.”

“Oh,” said Harliona. “I don't think I've heard of it.”

“I'll tell it,” said Annistia. “I think I know which one Targas is talking about, and it's about the only of the ancient legends that I know really well.” She closed her eyes, folded her hands in her lap, and spoke softly as if reciting, “Long ago, when the world was young, there was a young man by the name of Wizard Grale Casarion. He was gifted in the understanding and manipulation of the energy fields, in fact, so much so that it was said that the energies flowed through him at his direction more than that he manipulated them. In fact, he was one of the only wizards who was adept with all of the energies of the ethereal realm, and also with those of the Dragon World; he was not only a wizard, but a dragon speaker and dragon keeper. His closest companion was a dragon named Regaleath, who could, when it was necessary, draw on the energies of the worlds in a way that no wizard ever could, but he had hundreds of dragons who worked with him.

“One day, Wizard and Dragon Keeper Grale Casarion stood on the balcony of the highest tower of his castle and thought, 'I have more power than all the other wizards and dragon riders. If only I had yet greater power–!’ Then, his gaze fell on Regaleath, her purple scales and silver wings, as she frolicked in a meadow. His thoughts went to her power when the dragonspell came upon her, usually in moments of necessity, and she could do, as far as he could tell, anything that occurred to her. An idea occurred to him. ‘If I could find a dragon egg imbued by the dragonspell, and bind the life within perfectly to my nature and my will, then perhaps I could command the power of the dragonspell whenever it pleased me to do so!’ No wizard less accomplished than Grale would have dreamed of such a thing, nor would any wizard either wise enough to know his own limits or wise enough to respect the life and being of another, but no one, not even his dragons, yet guessed the depravity and blindness of the powerful wizard's heart.” Annistia paused, as if to recollect how it went next.

“The mighty wizard and dragon keeper proceeded to carefully guard his thoughts, lest any of his dragons guess at what he planned, for he knew that no dragon, even one as blind, power-crazy, and foolish as himself, could endure that a dragon egg, let alone a dragon egg imbued with the dragonspell, should be used for a purpose such as he dreamed. He took to spending much of his time hunting for such a dragon egg, often alone, rarely on Regaleath's back.

“Dragon eggs imbued with the dragonspell are extremely rare, but in his hunt for such dragon eggs the dragon keeper came upon countless lesser dragon eggs, which he hatched. Within a decade, thousands of dragons were attached to Grale Casarion. Using those who were as given to depravity and a lust for power as himself, along with his wizardry and dragon speaking talents, Grale blinded many of his dragons to reason and made them do battle with him for the dominion of Kaarathlon. Those who resisted him and tried to teach peace to the blinded dragons he killed, but the death, let alone killing, of dragons to whom one is attached does not leave one unscathed, and Wizard Grale Casarion became even more ruthless, obsessed with power and himself, and blind both to love and reason, and to his own weaknesses and limitations. Soon, however, the scattered kingdoms of Syrwe were falling to the power of Wizard and Dragon Keeper Grale Casarion and his dragons, many of them with protecting shields wrought by Grale's wizardry, and abilities– such as fire breath– enhanced through the same means. Lesser wizards also fought in his armies and from the backs of his dragons.

“There was one wizard, named Kathreen, in about her mid-thirties, who was not among his ranks and also wise enough to know that if she directly resisted him she would die without accomplishing a thing. She was no dragon speaker, but she was bonded to a young dragon, barely full-grown, named L'sa-moth. Fleeing his armies, Kathreen and L'sa-moth tried to preserve what she could of the dragons and Dragon-riders, but largely failed. At last, lying in a cavern overlooking the sea, on an uninhabited island, and feeling that she had completely failed and that the world would be ruled by Grale, Kathreen and L'sa-moth knew that Grale Casarion was dead. The cries of thousands of dragons, deprived of their connection to a human being and aware of how they had been deceived and manipulated by their very love of the one to whom they had hatched, reached L'sa-moth and, through her, her rider.

“Wisely knowing that many of these dragons would die if they could not re-attach, thus leaving the dragon population perilously small, and suspecting that Grale died of his own spells, Kathreen and L'sa-moth flew back to the mainland, still at a loss as to how to find partners for all the dragons, or even discover what Grale's fatal spell was, and whether its going awry would result in more than simply his death. Hardly knowing why, they flew to Grale Casarion's castle.

“Pacing back and forth, at a total loss, through his corridors, Wizard Kathreen sensed energies flowing through and emanating from some mind, distorted and twisted together in an unnatural and discordant manner, and liable to distort and twist the mind of whatever it was through which they were strung and into which they were woven. Entering the room, she found an egg around which, through which, into which, and from which the energies were twisted and interlocked. With her dragon friend, L'sa-moth, Kathreen determined that the egg was that of a dragon imbued with the dragonspell, with which and in relationship to which someone had warped the energy fields. Unable to bring herself to slay an unhatched dragon, not knowing what would happen if she were to do so, and knowing herself incompetent for the arduous and delicate task of unraveling twisted energies, Kathreen and L'sa-moth took the dragon egg to a crevice in an undisclosed mountain range and cast a spell of sleep and oblivion over the tormented life within. No one knows how long the spell will last, or when the twisted, tortured dragon shall awaken.

“Upon so doing, Kathreen and L'sa-moth returned to the kingdoms of men, and sought a dragon keeper to connect with and heal the wounded dragons of the deceased tyrant, wizard, and dragon keeper, Grale Casarion. Kathreen, mighty among the wizards, married and had many children. Finally, she died, nearly two hundred and fifty years old, older than any other human, before or since.”

Wizard Annistia took a deep breath. “Well, that's the legend... or at least the version I know.”

Harliona did not want to believe it. “Well, Camri is not a dragon.”

Saragon shook his head. “No, but even if the legend is spot on, we still don't really know what the state of the supposed-to-be-dragon is, and besides, from what you've told me, Camri is like a dragon... at least in some ways.”

Harliona nodded.

Targas spoke up, “I've heard a version in which the unhatched dragon was slain by the spell, and Kathreen killed Grale Casarion, but did not destroy the egg because she did not know if she could, and feared that destroying the egg would release some monstrosity, so she imprisoned the egg in a portal that she built, that led into a void, a nowhere. In that version, she was one of the least powerful of the wizards, and the affair taxed her so greatly she died shortly thereafter.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

#3 - A Dragon's Hatred
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While wizards and scholars debated and theorized about exactly what Camri was and how she came to be...

“What is that? Is that...?” asked one of the adults pointing to the sky.

Amrath looked up from her playground in the grass in the village square. What was that, up in the sky? Did she see or did she feel that surging energy, bound in some circular or semi-circular current? Was anything there at all? It had some vague resemblance to what had happened in the cavern. The energy current was pulsating. What seemed like expanding, exploding bubbles of energy expanded outward and burst, in a semi-rhythmic pattern. Amrath flinched as they expanded and burst. She was dimly aware of others shivering at the same moment.

Cassian did not need to look skywards. She knew who it was without looking– Camri. She was shivering in rhythm with the energy burst that Amrath felt, but she was not aware of it. What she was aware of was the same pulse she had felt in the cave, coming from the egg, only much stronger now. It seemed to pass through her and permeate her.

Terror shook the voice of another adult. “It's– it's not really there, is it?”

“I don't... I don't think it exists,” said someone else, equally terrified from the sound of his voice.

“There's a dragon!” cried a high-pitched female voice.

“I don't see anything,” someone else countered.

“It exists all right,” Amrath said, her voice a little, but only a little, shaky. “I just don't think it exists here. It, whatever it is, is in a different world... or partially in a different world.”

As far as Amrath could tell, nobody heard her.

Cassian was on her feet now. “Camri.” She spoke softly and firmly, but no one heard her. She was absorbed in her knowledge of, her connection to, Camri. She felt the waves of torment coming from the being, the confusion of something definite, something which was and, for that very reason, also was not. She felt the pulse of energy, the awareness of slowly dying, the desperation, but she also felt the self-glorification, the creature's sense of her own queenhood, her exultation in her power and uniqueness.

Camri shook her long, thick hair, so dark red it could have been black, back from the shoulders that were almost those of a woman and yet resembled those of a dragon. Her primary impression of life was that it was dying, it was the state of dying, perpetual dying. In some sense, she looked for release from reality into the spacious void of nonexistence. A sort of anguish characterized her every moment, and she envied those who could live virtually unaware of the fact that they were not so much alive as dying. She knew she was beautiful, and she felt like a goddess. At least, she pretended to feel like a goddess. She felt torn apart in the restless tornado of the energies that, in some sense, defined her. She wanted rest, quiet, if only the quiet and rest of nothingness. The energy and pain felt like it would bubble out of her, burst her, shatter her, crush her, boil her, and boil out from her. Tilting in her half-flight half-hover, her wing, shimmering with the hues of energies unseen by merely human eyes, touched the roof of the house in which Cassian and her family lived. Camri could not decide whether she loved Cassian, or whether she hated her for bringing her out of the oblivion in which there could be no pain or turmoil, into this world of life that is dying. The roof burst into flames.

A sort of hatred and anguish burned through Camri. She hated to see Cassian suffer... or, rather, she hated to feel Cassian's suffering... and yet she wanted to extend the anguish which she herself felt. She reveled in the terror which she was inflicting and yet hated herself for it. As the girl's home burned, Camri hung back, still and silent as stone, watching and stern. She shook herself off.

All at once, one of the buildings burst into flames. Just at the moment when Amrath realized that it was Camri with whom they were dealing, she felt a pulse of heat, that felt as though it would have singed her if it had lasted, and then her house was engulfed in flames. She had never heard of a fire that started that quickly, that big... there was no chance of any of their belongings being salvaged... would the fire spread as quickly as it had started...?!

All this passed through Amrath's mind quicker than one could snap one's fingers. Then anger flowed through her. Anger at Camri for what she had done– she just knew that it had been Camri who started the blaze, and certainly not quite by accident! Anger at her little sister Cassian for awakening this dreadful monster...

A voice cried, “Water!” People dropped whatever they were doing to grab buckets and get water. A strong, clear voice rose above the chaos, perhaps that of the only individual who had kept his head and was thinking clearly, “That blaze is way too big to put out that way! Be ready with buckets to put out any embers. You there, clear the ground so it can't spread that way.”

At once people leapt to follow his instructions. His voice had woken Amrath out of her dazed stupor of terror, confusion, indignation, and anger. She dashed to grab a scythe.

Cassian locked eyes with Camri. She was hardly aware of the blaze which had enveloped her home, so intense was her awareness of Camri. “You're a dragon, aren't you?” she asked softly, but she was not even aware that she had spoken.

“Camri is hardly the name of a dragon... Your name is Ryeth.” Again Cassian spoke out loud, but again she was so intent upon Camri that she was scarcely even aware of her own thinking.

Cassian's heart wrenched as she felt the hatred and anguish consuming Camri. Pain. Hatred. Pain at her hatred acted out– the pain she inflicted upon others. Hatred at herself for her empathy. “Ryeth,” the young girl repeated softly, “Ryeth, you're meant to be beautiful.”

A shiver ran through Camri, at the speaking of her dragon name. She had not even known that she was Ryeth until Cassian had said it. At the mention of her name, something like love flowed through Camri-Ryeth, at least a sort of love for Cassian. With it came a shock of pain over her own hatred and ugliness. In a moment, Ryeth was no more. She was Camri, resolved to be Camri. She would not be Ryeth. She would kill Ryeth. She would be Camri. Queen Camri. Goddess Camri.

Camri flapped her wings once, raising herself in the air, as she watched the pitiful human creatures trying to mitigate the damage caused by her blaze. For some reason she hated them... oh, that was it! She was supposed to be a dragon... and she was not. She was somehow more human than she should have been... and so she hated that which she should not be and yet was.

Camri waited, cold and unfeeling, taking a cold, hard pleasure in the fear, pain, and hardship she was inflicting on the humans. A few embers flew off to start small fires in the grass around other homes or on the roofs. The humans had their buckets around, and the smaller blazes were put out before too much damage was done. One person released a short scream of agony when one of the embers struck him on the shoulder. Some of the women sprang to help with the burn.

When the Muireal home was finally mostly burnt and the blaze had diminished to the point that it was no longer a serious threat to the entire village, Camri quickly darted down, blew a stream of fiery breath along an edge of the roof of a house on the other side of Dayle, then back-flapped a couple times. Again she watched, distant, cold and aloof, while the villagers struggled to put out this new fire before it became completely unmanageable and totally destroyed another home. She watched the chaos as people tried to put out the fire and rescue their belongings. The section of the house to which she had put fire collapsed, but most of the house remained.

Again, Camri lit one of the homes on fire. People began to get as many of their belongings out of their homes as they could, whenever there was a moment when they could not do anything else.

Amrath knelt beside Cassian, who stood in the middle of a maze of scattered belongings. “Ryeth? Did you call her Ryeth?” she asked.

It took a moment for Amrath's words to register. Ryeth? Oh! “Ryeth?” repeated Cassian. “Yes, I think the name would be Ryeth... in this language... in this realm, this sound-world... the name would be Ryeth. Yes.”

“Who?” asked Amrath. “I thought she was Camri.”

“Oh, sister! Like I understand much better than you do? I am younger.”

Amrath giggled. “Yes, you are. Always were. Always will be.” Then she grew suddenly serious again. “What will we– what will you– do? Camri–Ryeth– whatever her name is– is going to burn Dayle to the ground, and maybe us too.”

“I... know,” said Cassian soberly. She sounded older than her nine years, but only for a moment. Her next line was punctuated by a sob. “What am I to do?”

“Well, you're the one who knows Camri. At any rate, I think I heard you talking to her just now.”

Cassian nodded. “Where is Jaryle?”

Amrath did not know the answer to that. She did not speak, but she watched as Cassian acquired a look of distant concentration. She heard her younger sister say, barely louder than a whisper, “Ryeth, you really must stop that.”

Cassian flinched at Camri's reply, permeated as it was by anger and pain, and seeming to drive knives of the same anger and pain through her own soul. “You're torturing me, Cassian. Why? STOP IT!”

Torturing her? Cassian thought, completely bewildered, and hurt besides. Whatever was causing Camri–Ryeth's– torment, it was not her! “Camri, no, Ryeth, you need to speak out loud to these people and tell them what and why!” Again, she put words to her thoughts, though unaware even of her thinking of them.

Amrath and Cassian watched in horror as Camri set fire to another home. Anger surged through Amrath, and she leapt to the top of a bundle of clothes and drew herself up. Arm flung out, she shouted, “Camri, why are you doing this to us? Can't you see that we will freeze and starve? WHY DO YOU HATE US? What harm have we ever done you?”

Camri's voice, resonant as a dragon's roar and strangely beautiful, vibrated in every crevice of the mountain vale in which Dayle Village lay, though it did not echo. “You awakened me from the sweet peace of oblivion. You chained me in the definitiveness of reality, so narrow and harsh. You made me live, and so now I am dying. And now you are making me speak your wretched tongue, which further hurts me and chains my being, my thoughts! Even thinking chains me. I would rather be free! I–” Camri's voice broke off, but whether from pain and near tears or the inability to put her meaning– if it could even be called that– into words no one, except perhaps Cassian, could tell.
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#4 - A Lost Boy
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At the first notes of Camri's voice, Jaryle, a pack of food on his back and a bundle of cloaks under his arm, fled down the mountainside. He had no idea what he was doing, or why, but something in her voice made him flee before he could even know it. Hours later, he came to his senses, a boy lost in a forest. He did not even know if he had a home left, even if he could find his way back to it. That terrible dragon creature might have killed everyone and, at best, who knew how many of their homes she had burned, how much of the food they had stored for the winter she had burned, how much of all their other useables and necessities she had burned. Jaryle dropped his bundles, collapsed on the dry grass, and cried. For the moment he was too miserable and lost to even notice how cold he already was.

As Jaryle cried, memories he had never had before, memories that could not be his, came to his mind:

Kathreen sank onto the hard rock of a large crevice in a precipice overhanging the blue-green sea. L'sa-moth, we can't give up yet. We have to maintain a world into which the Creator can enter with His Promise. Remember the prophecies? He can be trusted, but He demands that we obey Him. If we don't do what He commands, He'll still do what He promised, but, still, we must... Part of trusting Him would be obeying Him and seeking His plan.

Kathreen Alarion listened to her beautiful, thick-built, green and purple dragon. I know, I know, she thought, but we have to do something. We can't just let Wizard-Dragon Keeper Grale Casarion take over the world and impose his tyranny. At the least, we have to preserve the Promise. You know Grale won't, and neither will a bunch of people who submit to his tyranny and will, like we saw happening. We can't very well preserve and hold out the Promise if we hide in a cavern on some secluded island in the middle of the ocean... Yes, I know. I was just noticing how beautifully your colors match the ocean, particularly the undersea. I do love seeing it through your eyes.

Kathreen listened to the stream of her dragon friend's more droll thoughts. Yes, I had noticed. I know it hurts for your own off-spring to listen to an enemy bent on destruction rather than their own mother... It did hurt when Karlok and Scath died... Were they the only ones who didn't join Grale?

Kathreen listened to L'sa-moth's list of her off-spring who had joined the enemy. Lath. Ruth. Merth. Quierianth. Marth. Kath. Heath. The list went on and on...

“L'sa-moth, it is disturbing when everyone joins the enemy. I... understand why you want to give up on this war and just rest.” Kathreen was speaking out loud, perhaps simply because she needed to speak. It had been days, perhaps even weeks, since she had had a conversation with another human being. She had lost almost all the Dragon-riders and dissidents to Grale's rule that she had been trying to rescue and keep. The few who remained she had left in safety on a larger island, while she and L'sa-moth went to try and gather and rescue more. She had not succeeded in rescuing anyone, but only in being chased by a flight of dragons under Grale's influence. Only because of her wizardry skills had she and L'sa-moth escaped with their lives. “I... understand why you believe no one will listen, and that if we keep on trying to hold out the Promise and preserve the remnant, we will be killed and no one will be left. But... I seem to recall that one of the commands is to persevere.”

Jaryle wanted to ask Kathreen what the Promise was, but he could not very well ask a memory anything. All he could do was hope he could remember enough to puzzle it out, or even remember somewhere where she herself said or thought it. He had no idea what was going on, but he sensed that all this had come to him while fleeing the sound of Camri's voice.

Kathreen relaxed into the hard, rough stone, and listened to L'sa-moth's thoughts, emotions, and recollections. Yes, she admitted silently, I don't have any idea what to do, or what I– we– can do. I really, truly have no clue. No more of a clue than you do. I just know we can't give up.

Yes, I know. I, too, would really love to just sit back and relax. I do crave rest. I'm sick and tired to death of this constant battle and flight and rescue. The energy surge of all that leaves me exhausted enough to sleep for a million years.

Okay, not really. Just kidding. But I do feel that way, and I can tell by your muscles and your swimming that you do too, even if your emotions and comments didn't already tell me so.

A smile curved Kathreen's lips. Yes, I know. It is soo nice to just relax in the waters and let them massage your muscles. Even if it only lasts a few more hours, I am going to love this rest.

Why don't I come swimming with you? Kathreen laughed lightly. Oh, L'sa-moth, you are so kind. I am too tired, and I can't fly. I'd get washed away by the current...

Or I might become shark food. Yes, I quite agree with you, my great, huge, clumsy friend.

I know you're not really clumsy. Just teasing... You'd stay right by me, protecting me from currents and sharks. Oh, L'sa-moth! I am so grateful for you.

Thanks so much for the offer, but I really don't feel up to it this afternoon... I am just so very tired of this war. Not just the killing, the war I must fight to just hold on to the Promise myself, let alone hold it out to this captive, weary world.

Yes, I know, you too. You don't have to remind me, you know.

L'sa-moth! Kathreen was scolding now. You, of all dragons, know we can't just give up like that. We have to hold on and hold out till we drop. I know how you feel– I feel the same way– but I need you to encourage me when I feel like running away and giving up, not try to convince me to bail!

Several minutes passed. L'sa-moth, was that dragon– Elneth?– telling you about some spell Wizard Grale has planned to give him even more power? Elneth was a dragon who had defected from Grale's dragon force, and flown to be with L'sa-moth. When Grale Casarion sent a force to kill them, Elneth had been slain, diving from above to protect L'sa-moth from a fiery arrow.

“What?!” Kathreen actually cried out aloud, in shock at what L'sa-moth relayed. He wants to use a dragonspell-touched dragon to fuel his power? He wants to use the life within to... to what?

Oh no! Kathreen put a hand to her head, as if to steady herself. Does he really think he can do that? How crazy is he? No wonder finding this caused Elneth to defect! If only we could tell all the dragons... if only we can stop him. I'm sure it won't work– the Creator would prevent that. But there's no reason to suspect some monstrosity or destructive power won't be unleashed upon Kaarathlon.

The caw of a crow, only paces away, startled Jaryle. Realizing it was no threat, he noticed that he was shivering. He pulled a cloak out of his bundle, and wrapped it around himself. Kathreen and L'sa-moth seemed not all that unlike him– they, too, had a problem of some sort, of which they knew no way out. But, where did all these memories come from? Were they– Kathreen and L'sa-moth– real? Was it wizardry that was making him recall what he had never known? Wizardry was dangerous, and, from all he knew, memory spells were the most dangerous of all. Still, what could he do but remember? At least it would pass the time. He settled back against a tree trunk, and almost at once the images and memories flooded his mind again.

Kathreen got to her feet, walked to the edge of the cavern, that is, to the edge of the precipice, and looked out over the seemingly endless rippling expanse of blue-green green sea, with an occasional line or burst of white foam. The sea was really rather calm this afternoon. She fell to her knees and raised her hands toward heaven. Out loud, she moaned, “Why, my Creator? Why me? I am weak, the least of the wizards. I am frail and exhausted. What can I do? How much more could be done, if you had chosen, if you had drawn, someone like Pam– Pam was a proficient Ephezoan wizard Kathreen had met a good ten years ago– or my old teacher, to do this work. I can not persuade anyone; no one, human or dragon, listens either to me or to L'sa-moth. Couldn't you at least have made L'sa-moth with the gift of persuasion? Could you not have chosen a Dragon Keeper to do this work? One mother dragon, who can not even convince her own off-spring not to join the enemy, and one inept, weak wizard is no match for a great and talented Dragon Keeper, who is also the mightiest and most proficient of the wizards. O my Creator, show me why You have chosen me; show me what it is that I can do. Show me what you want me to do, or, if You don't mind, please call someone else!”

Kathreen knelt there for a few moments longer, breathing the sea-breeze and enjoying the clouds. From their arrangement, she knew that shortly the sky would be a great display of color. Then, she got to her feet, and went to where the saddlebags were laid. She returned to the opening with a cloak wrapped around her. She was not cold, but for some reason she wanted to wrap herself up. Perhaps, it was the feeling of comfort and security she hoped it would give her.

Yes, L'sa-moth. I was complaining to the Creator. Now it was L'sa-moth who was scolding her.

Yes, I know. It’s just... when one is exhausted half to death and faced with an impossible task, it can be hard to make that knowledge– that He knows what He is doing and that it is best and He can– real to oneself.

Oh, L'sa-moth! You're right. Now I'm making excuses... It's a hard habit to break.

L'sa-moth nudged Kathreen's mind. Kathreen easily caught the gist of what she meant (dragons hardly ever use words). More excuses. She was still making excuses! Sometimes it was hard to tell whether she had thought something or whether her dragon friend had. She and L'sa-moth had bonded when she was only four-and-a-half, and their bond seemed to be closer than that possessed by most people and dragons. (Humans were usually ten to fourteen, though occasionally as young as seven or as old as twenty when they were presented to the eggs).

Kathreen sank back against the walls of the cavern. She was too tired. Too tired to fight her complaints. Too tired to fight her excuses. Too tired to fight her own weariness. Too tired to fight Wizard Grale Casarion and the deceit that held her people in its grasp. Too tired even to pray for strength and endurance, for perseverance.

Oh, L'sa-moth! When you fall, I encourage you to stand. When I fall, you encourage me to stand. We are so much stronger together than we could ever be alone. Yes, I'm making excuses. Yes, I'm not really too tired, I just don't want to, am not willing to, go on, till I really do have nothing left, till I die of exhaustion, or am captured or killed... I just don't want to feel this drag, this... pain? Kathreen flexed her hands. The problem is not that I can't, but that I can't.

Now you're telling me to continue on! Kathreen smiled, proud as ever of her dragon friend. If there weren't the two of us, we'd both just give up and throw ourselves into the sea– practically, that is. With a tinge of bitterness, though not directed at anyone in particular, Kathreen thought, Sometimes, I wish there weren't two of us. It would be so much more comfortable, so much easier. She knew she should not think or feel that way, but she did, and somehow she could not bring herself to quite resist it. It might be entirely her fault, but she was weak.
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#5 - Marked for Death?
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Kathreen slid out of the saddle onto L'sa-moth's teal-green foreleg. From there, she leapt to the ground. Surveying what looked like a camp-site of sorts, she wondered aloud, “Where are they?” Turning to her dragon, who was just folding her violet wings against her emerald sides, she asked, “Didn't you tell them we were coming?” Almost at once she understood that her great, huge, honking dragon had not thought it necessary, or even expedient.

Placing her feet apart and her hands on her hips, Kathreen asked, “So when is the last time you spoke to them?” At once she knew. Before their last attempt at rescue and gathering. L'sa-moth ducked her head and turned away her eyes in embarrassment.

“Okay, tell them we're here... I hope we did not frighten them.”

Kathreen walked a few paces away, and stared up into the blue sky. Within a couple minutes she saw the first of the three dragons, his crimson body showing almost black against the blue of a sky, almost too radiant to look at steadily, his gold neck and wings gleaming as if miniature, somewhat less radiant, suns. Kathreen thought him the most majestic and kingly-looking of all the dragons. About half a minute later she felt the air from his wings in her face and hair, and then he alighted in the clearing. His rider, Danel, a chestnut-haired fair-skinned young man, extremely light for the equatorial continent where most people had black hair, occasionally very dark brown, and were as dark as almonds, if not as dark as moist rich soil, sprang from the dragon’s shoulders to the ground with a grace and ease that Kathreen had never possessed.

Kathreen leaned against the lilac, teal, and emerald-blotched shoulder of L'sa-moth. Danel remained standing. “So,” he asked, stumbling over his words and half at a loss as what to say, “what... is... up?”

Kathreen could have scolded L'sa-moth for failing to reveal anything to the other dragons. “Umm,” she began haltingly, “we... couldn't... rescue anyone... else. In fact, we, umm, can't meet with anyone else... and have them survive.”

“What do you mean?” asked Danel, clearly concerned, with a glance toward his dragon, Tyrinth.

Kathreen was having trouble talking. She hoped Tyrinth's ability to sense the minds of those around him, human and beast as well as dragon, would clarify the jumbled form her words were bound to take. “I mean, a dragon, named Elneth, defected. He... he came to meet with us and join us. We... were going to take him with us.” She paused to collect herself. “He died.” Tears were coming to her eyes as she remembered that day. “A flight of dragons, under the command of the Dragon Keeper, attacked us. One of them had a rider, who shot a flaming arrow at L'sa-moth. She... would have died, if... if Elneth had not dove from above and taken the arrow in his heart.” She was sobbing almost uncontrollably, now.

Danel spoke softly, almost as if to himself, but anger laced his words. “Grale does not deserve to be called Dragon Keeper.”

Kathreen looked up for a moment. “I... agree, but... he... is.”

One of the female riders walked over and laid her hand on Kathreen's shoulder. “Kath, are you okay?” she asked softly.

Kathreen looked up, wiping tears from her cheeks with her other arm. “No, Lacy, no, I am not,” she said, thankful for the reassurance the younger woman offered just by her presence. She paused for several long moments, then went on, “I... I tried to rescue and gather people. I only managed to find twelve or so, who would either listen to me or already knew what I did.” She spoke rather quickly, and her voice was still broken by the sobs. “One of the dragons betrayed us... Everyone except you three... were killed by the force sent against us. Now, now I can't... anything.”

Lacy knelt down. After a long moment, she said “We all, we all can not do what we would like to see done.”

Kathreen nodded, but in her thinking she was a wizard. She ought to be able to do more. “But that's not all,” she said. “I and L'sa-moth have reason to believe that Wizard Grale has got a crazy spell into his head. We're sure it won't do what he wants, but we are... let's just say, very suspicious, that it will unleash some unknown horror, some previously unimagined monstrosity, into our world.”

Lacy was silent and still for a few seconds. “And,” she added, “you received this information from Elneth?” It was not a question.

“Yes,” Kathreen broke into uncontrollable sobs again. “And, and... L'sa-moth could have... could've been killed!... Killed dead!”

When Kathreen had sufficiently recovered, Lacy spoke again. “So... what do you plan to do?”

“I'm... not sure,” Kathreen replied. In the same moment Danel spoke up, “We feel like lazy cowards here, hiding on an island in the middle of the ocean. We want to... do... something.”

Kathreen nodded. “You'll... get killed.”

The other female rider, whose arrival Kathreen had not noticed in her tears, said “Wasanth believes that Kathreen... would like to... prevent Wizard Grale from... from his spell to get the life of a dragonspell-touched dragon? Did I get it right? I really don't think I– or Wasanth– understand all that.” Wasanth was her dragon.

“Yes, you got it right.” Kathreen's voice was rather dry. She got up and began to pace. “Yes, yes I would. Only, I... have no idea how.”

Lacy nodded. “We have no idea how, either. In fact, it's more dangerous than you know...”

Kathreen could not wait for her. “How so?”

“Wizard Grale has... issued a reward for... your killing... or that of L'sa-moth.”

Kathreen's face went white. “How much?” she gasped, her voice barely more than a whisper.

“A chest of gold for you. Three of silver for her.” Gold was currently worth almost four times silver. “One chest of gold and two
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