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Prologue

On the distant
horizon, bright Rah is rising. As the sky turns slowly from azure
to pale blue the millions of stars and galaxies overhead slowly
fade from sight, and Rah’s light once again falls across the face
of the Endless Sea, casting its life-giving energy on Tey-Rah with
its many islands and volcanoes.

In this Aspect of
Tey-Rah that humans call Dragonworld, Kalmandar the Flame Dragon
perches on a pinnacle of rock near to the foot of an island
volcano. On a ledge above the waterline of that volcano there is a
Stone dragon’s nest, a ring of flat stones that stops the eggs from
rolling away during earth tremors. In the nest there are two eggs.
But Kalmandar is not looking at the nest.

He is watching for
a dark shape moving slowly and purposefully just under the surface
of the water that will announce the presence of a Zarca, that
dread, armoured, monster that will creep up the slope of the
volcano’s shoreline on its twelve legs, lower itself onto the stone
dragon’s nest, and devour the eggs.

Kalmandar does not
know where the Zarca come from, or how many of them there are. Even
the Firstborn, the Sea Dragons, do not know. What he does know is
that dragons only live in this Aspect of Tey-Rah; that in the other
Aspects that the stone dragons have discovered and explored, they
do not exist.

He knows too, that
stone dragons are few in number, and that if the Zarca continue to
eat their eggs there will no longer be any stone dragons in this
Aspect either because they will die out. He wonders if, one day,
the Zarca will learn how to climb the steeper slopes up near the
caldera, and eat the flame dragon eggs, too. He thinks that may be
the reason why Dragons do not exist in the other Aspects.

He cannot stop the
Zarca if it begins to climb slowly, inexorably, towards the nest.
Even the mighty stone dragons cannot do that, because the size and
weight of the dread predator is too great even for a stone dragon
to lift. Its smooth carapace leaves nowhere for a dragon to gain a
hold with its talons, and a dragon’s great, sharp teeth, like a
double row of carving knives, cannot penetrate that thickly
armoured shell. Even if they could pick a Zarca up, the most a
stone dragon could do would be to topple it back into the sea and
then it would simply return to begin its climb again.

The only thing
that Kalmandar can do is wait and watch, broadcasting his mind
pictures like a remote Wi-Fi camera to the stone dragons as they
swoop and dive far out in the Endless Sea, hunting the shoals of
fish that are their main source of food. If he sees a predator the
stone dragons will know immediately and one of them will come, but
it will likely be only to witness the further destruction of their
race; another dark passage in the final chapter of their
existence.

As Menhir wheels
above him, ready to take his place so that he, too, might go and
feed, Kalmandar’s images reach out.

‘We must ask your
friends, the humans, for help with this, Menhir.’

‘Humans are small
and weak, Kalmandar. If we, with our great strength, cannot defeat
the Zarca, how would they?’

‘Perhaps because
they have strengths that we do not. They have hands, and creatures
with hands are inventive.’

‘But still, they
are younglings, and there are only two of them.’

‘No, Menhir, there
are four of them now. Rhyol foresaw this, and we know now that he
was right.’

‘Rhyol does not
like Humans, Kalmandar. He says they are despoilers who have
poisoned and ruined their own world, and that they will ruin our
world too if they find out how to use the portals.’

‘Even so, we are
all agreed that we must take that risk. There is no other way. We
have talked with Kannith, and we have chosen the humans carefully.
If they cannot find a way to help us, then we Dragons are doomed.
It must be you who will contact the Brightmind, because he knows
you, and because he is receptive.’

‘Then, shall I
bring Brightmind and his friends here from the Human Aspect,
Kalmandar?’

‘No, we will send
Scoria. She shall be the guide and teacher who will help to prepare
them for what they must do.’
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1: Kat

On an unusually
warm day in the last afternoon period of the Spring term at high
school, Timothy, David, Dennis and Kat had just finished a
gruelling practice session on one of the school’s outdoor tennis
courts. They were looking forward to the two weeks of holiday
because, for the three boys at least, it meant a welcome break from
their team captain’s punishing fitness schedules.

Dennis dropped his
racquet and collapsed wearily onto the grass beside his two
friends.

‘How’d it go,
Dennis?’ asked David with a wry smile on his face.

‘Pretty good, I
reckon. I very nearly beat her that time.’

David gave a sour
laugh. ‘Nearly beat the Kat? Do me a favour, Den, she’s a demon in
white shorts; the hard-court vampire who can make a ball change
direction in mid-flight!’

Timothy rolled
over and sat up, leaning on one elbow. ‘I think you’re exaggerating
just the teeniest little bit there, David.’

‘I am not, so. She
can slam a return so hard the ball disappears into a time-warp, and
then it materialises with a thwack just a couple of molecules short
of the baseline on the other side of the court from where you
thought she was aiming.’

Dennis, lying on
his back, sighed as he linked his hands under his head. ‘She’s
always calling me bonehead or knuckle-brain and threatening to beat
my head in with her racquet.’

‘My dad says
that’s how girls behave when they like you,’ Timothy said, nodding
sagely while wagging an emphasising finger and doing his best not
to giggle.

‘Is that right?’
David raised himself to his knees and put his hands together in
supplication. ‘Dear Lord, save me from girlfriends. I can’t handle
the bruises, the splints, and the damage to my ego.’

‘That’s if you’ve
still got any ego left to damage,’ said Dennis wearily. ‘I don’t
know about you two, but mine expired long ago: clawed to
death.’

‘Oh, come on,
Den,’ said Timothy, ‘If I can take it so can you. You’re bigger and
stronger than me. Anyway, it’s end of term, so we’ll get a rest for
a few days. No more hard-court practice until the summer term
starts.’

‘Size is no
indicator of strength, I think you’ll find,’ David put in. ‘Take
atoms, for instance. They’re the tiniest things you could ever
imagine, but…’

‘Leave off with
the physics, David,’ said Dennis wearily. ‘I know it’s your life
blood, joy and sustenance. You probably sprinkle it on your
cornflakes and stir it into your bedtime cocoa, but to me it’s just
a wobbly headache.’

‘Would we change
her, though? I mean, look at us.’ Timothy gestured with a sweep of
his arm. ‘Three years ago, when we started at high school, we were
just raw beginners at tennis, eager but green. Now we’re the kings.
No one beats us; no one even comes close.’

The other two
turned their heads to glare at him. They said nothing, but it was
all the reassurance he needed. They were a team. They would remain
a team. It was their pride, in themselves and in their Indo-Chinese
team captain, that kept the crowns on their heads. Timothy knew
that as surely as he knew Dennis’s comment was a verbally expressed
badge of honour rather than a complaint. He didn’t say so, because
there was no need to.

Dennis heaved
himself to his feet, saying that he thought his legs might support
him long enough to reach the showers.

‘What you doing
this evening, Den?’ David called after him.

Dennis turned,
momentarily walking backwards. ‘Recovery,’ he said. Then he walked
on.

‘I’d better move
too,’ said David. ‘Are you coming round this evening, Tim?’

‘Yeah, okay. I’ll
be there about seven.’
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Later, when
Timothy had showered and changed, he put his racquet and shoes in
his locker and began the walk home. He hadn’t quite left the school
grounds when Kat caught up with him.

‘Going home,
Tim?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Mind if I walk
along with you?

Timothy shrugged
his shoulders. ‘No, I don’t mind.

He felt a little
flustered because she’d never done that before, and he realised
that he was pleased by it. Except for the exercise sessions in the
park on Sundays, Kat didn’t usually socialise with the three boys
outside of school. Having her ask to walk home with him was almost
like being given some sort of award.

They talked about
training schedules, past victories, forthcoming matches and
challengers. She asked if the boys felt she was being too hard on
the team.

‘How are David and
Dennis taking it? I expect they sometimes resent the way I treat
them.

Timothy shook his
head. ‘No, they don’t; not really. They sound off about it
sometimes, but the truth is they respect you, Kat. We wouldn’t have
that –’ he gestured with his hands, ‘that team spirit thing if they
didn’t like you. But why don’t you ask them?’

‘I’d just get a
lot of boy-banter nonsense from them, wouldn’t I? Besides, I find
it easier to talk to you.’

‘Oh?

‘There’s something
about you, Tim. You’re different.

‘Am I?

‘You study people,
don’t you? You read them. That’s what makes you such a good tennis
player.

He knew she was
right, even though he’d never really thought about it. It was
Menhir who started him on the idea of reading mind pictures, and he
had been thinking about it a lot over the last three years. He and
David often talked about their journey to Castlerigg, and about
dragons; remembering and trying to make sense of it all. Between
the two of them, they used the word ‘mindies’ to describe the mind
images that dragons use to communicate with. But they had never
told anyone else about their adventure or how they had helped
Menhir the Stone Dragon to get back to Dragonworld after he became
stranded in their world.

‘David and Dennis
are good players too, though, aren’t they?

‘Yes, but you
could be semi-pro if you wanted to.’

‘You don’t think
they could?’

‘Probably, but
they’d struggle with it. You wouldn’t.

‘I don’t want to
make a career out of tennis, Kat. I mean, I like being a member of
the school club, being in the top team and everything. It’s a lot
of fun, and it makes me feel really good. But I want to study
archaeology. You know: ancient history, fossils and things.

‘Bone man.’ She
grinned as she said it.

He laughed. ‘Yeah,
bone man. I want to be able to pick up a fossil and say something
like “this appears to be the jawbone of a stegosaurus from about
thirty million years ago”.’

‘Well, you could
do that and still play tennis at semi-pro level. You’ll be going to
university, right? There’ll probably be a tennis club there, and a
local league somewhere in the area.

For moment he
imagined himself there, studying in college, attending lectures;
living in halls of residence, or maybe a shared flat; going out for
a drink in the evenings, making new friends. But somehow it all
seemed very distant and unreal, as though he had always expected to
be somewhere quite different.

‘I don
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