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Each of the Epoch of the Promise novels are distinct from the others, and combine genre elements not often found together. Thus, I thought a short introduction as to how I came to write Vision's Light was in order.

In certain Christian circles, talking about the “cost of following Christ” in terms of losing one's “worldly friends” is incredibly popular. There are a number of websites easily found with articles about this process, its pain, and its temptations.

But what I always wondered was how it didn't occur to these Christians to think about what it might feel like from the other side. Certainly, they did not talk as if they were aware that there was even a possibility of real, genuine pain and loss on that hand. That those “worldly friends” might be deeply affected or mourn the loss of their friends.

This thought was one of the inspirations from which I began the weave for Epoch of the Promise: Vision's Light. I wanted something that might evoke a little empathy, or at least provoke consideration, and one of my primary perspectives is such a character, the course of her life and her state of mind irretrievably altered by the very real trauma of what is to her abandonment – and those alterations are not necessarily either simple or good.

Other themes touched in Vision's Light include betrayal and the struggle to trust or hope in anyone again after profound betrayal – among other things. In some ways Epoch of the Promise: Vision's Light is relatively speaking not-dark, exploring primarily the perspectives of people whose driving intentions are more or less wholesome, whose actions do not include horrific and visceral crimes, and whose psychologies are generally not incredibly twisted. However, it shares some aspects of the grimdark genre, including character arcs that are not by any means simple, and may end without the people learning what ought to be the most important lessons in their lives. It is a story about living, loving, struggling to love, failing to love, and struggling with coming to terms with reality in a world where the only 'happy ending' that you can guarantee is to make your choices so that that you are content with yourself no matter what the consequences.
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#1 - The Loss of Sanity
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Arendellie stood outside, at the door of her house, looking up at the sky, where L'sa-moth flew away, up and over the village, her pale undersea green underside hanging between her violet and lilac wings. She was sorry for Kathreen and her dragon. They had been friends before. At Kathreen's request, she had kept the fact that she was a wizard secret. Kathreen wanted it so, and Arendellie wanted her to be well. She still wanted to be her friend, but she just did not understand how she could be friends with someone who had turned as fanatical as Kathreen. The young woman used to be her best friend; of the group of four, Arendellie, Dorene, Kathreen, and Mirla, Arendellie and Kathreen had been closest, and Dorene and Mirla had been closest. She had been rather depressed since that day when Kathreen had told her about her crazy intentions of proclaiming the Promise and building her whole life, every minute and every second of it, every part of it, around the Creator. She felt sorry for Kathreen, since she was making herself miserable. She already had most of Ebrin against her, and even had some of the young men so angry with her, for insisting that the only thing that mattered was faithfulness to the Creator and His Promise, and that one's whole life was to be governed by this, that they were almost threatening to rid the world of her. I'm sorry for you, Kathreen, thought Arendellie. I'm sorry you didn't listen to me, but I can't make you, and one day you're going to be sorry that you did this, chasing the end of the rainbow and a glory in the mist, instead of listening to real, solid, down-to-earth wisdom.

Several weeks later.

“What are you telling me, Mirla?” Arendellie asked, a little shocked.

“Kathreen's not crazy, Arendellie. Don't you think the source of our existence has got to be more solid than our existence?”

“What on earth on you getting at, Mirla?” asked Dorene.

“Well, don't you think it would be crazy to live like the ground under your feet isn't real? You really can't do that, and you can't actually live like the Creator isn't real, but you can live in defiance of His truth. Anyway, you're trying to live like the Real isn't real, and that's what is crazy – not Kathreen, trying to live in conformity to the truth and to the Promise, to all that really matters,” said Mirla.

“Arrgh!” cried Arendellie. “Are you serious?”

“Yeah,” said Mirla. “What we've been trying to do is kind of like trying to live underneath a crumbling cliff and consider the man who actually takes into account the fact that the cliff might fall to be crazy and insane and a fanatic who only cares about mists and bases his life on illusions! After Kathreen talked to me, I realized how crazy and disconnected and out of touch with reality my way of living has been. So–”

Arendellie threw her hands up. “You aren't trying to say you've gone insane too!”

Mirla's voice sounded like unbearably sad laughter. “No, Arendellie, no, Dorene. It is you who are living in defiance of reality and you will get hurt, just like if you try to live like gravity isn't real you'll tumble down a hill and get hurt, if you don't walk off a hill and die... Anyway, if you don't want to talk any further, and only want to scoff at sanity, I'll go now,” she said, getting to her feet.

Arendellie looked at Dorene and said, once Mirla was out of earshot, “It looks like it's just us now...  We've both just lost our best friends, so maybe?”

Dorene nodded. “Yeah, we can try to be best friends now.” She sounded dejected, not like her usual self.

To be honest, Arendellie was disturbed by recent happenings. The world was changing. Ever since Wizard-Dragon Keeper Grale Casarion had begun to achieve prominence in Hasseleighton the winds of change has been stirring, and Arendellie was not sure how far it could go. Already, they seemed to be tearing friendships apart. She, however, just wanted to live her life. She pulled her hair over one shoulder, undid the clasp that held the braid, shook it out, and began to comb her hair with her fingers, while she lay on the grass thinking these things. She was not really sure that she and Dorene could be friends; not the way that she and Kathreen or that Dorene and Mirla had been. They were too different. Though Mirla was actually the oldest of the four, Arendellie often came across as older in many ways. As for Dorene, she was all-around the youngest. Personality wise, she was at least as different from Arendellie as was Mirla, and she was a lot younger. Arendellie did not really think that they could be best friends.

“Dorene,” said Arendellie slowly, “why do you think that Mirla and Kathreen have decided to be so unreasonable?”

“I don't know,” replied Dorene, her usually bubbly voice flat and weary with dejection. “Maybe it has something to do with thinking about death too much?” She sounded a bit cautious, hesitant, as if a little afraid or a little uncertain. “I know thinking about death is what made Kathreen go off the deep end.”

Yeah! thought Arendellie, that seems like it! She was not quite sure what she was thinking. What she said was, “Yeah, some people seem to take death a bit too seriously. I wonder, is that because they take life too seriously? Or do they start taking life too seriously because they take death too seriously? Anyway,” she said, after a brief pause, “let's try to think and talk about other things... live as if that hadn't happened. Okay?”

“Yeah, that sounds like a good idea,” said Dorene, her voice recovering a little of its usual buoyancy. “Umm, Veance is actually walking Kolda around and steering her now.”

“Yeah,” said Arendellie. “It is kind of a funny spectacle, isn't it?”

“Yep, it totally is.” Dorene giggled. “Anyway, when are you and Neshekh going to get married?”

Arendellie pulled her long hair around her neck, and over her shoulder. Still stroking it out, she said, “You race on ahead of us! He has not yet proposed.”

“You two are being slow!” said Dorene. “The whole village thinks so.”

Arendellie stuck her tongue out. “No,” she retorted, “all the thirteen year olds think so.”

One afternoon, Arendellie was sitting on her front porch, weaving lace for her wedding garments. Dorene sat next to her, stroking her dog, which had been convinced to lick Dorene and only Dorene, on the head. “Did you know,” Dorene asked, very casually, “that Kathreen is back in Ebrin?”

“Yes, so I had heard,” replied Arendellie. “Things get around here quickly. What? Anything about her?” Whenever they spoke about Kathreen, which was rarely, Arendellie had to be careful not to let the secret that Kathreen was a wizard slip out. She wanted to be faithful to her friend, even though they could no longer stand each other and never saw each other, but the fact that Kathreen was a wizard was such a big thing it shaped all of Arendellie's thinking about her. It was hard even to talk about Kathreen's choices without bringing in the fact that she was a wizard. In fact, she was tempted to go to Kathreen, and tell her that she should go to one of the wizard training schools to perfect her talent and gain some sense. Two things kept her from it. One of them was that she was certain, from what she knew of Kathreen, that she would never agree, or at least she suspected so. The other was that she did not want to have any conversations with Kathreen anymore than Kathreen did with her. She did not like talking about the Creator and His Sovereign Kingship and Reality and things like that; not that she never talked about Him anymore. After all, a few fanatics were not going to make her stop believing in Him. Now and then she would talk about Him with her friends. It was just, she did not believe in Him the way Kathreen did, and she did not want to, and just remembering the things Kathreen and Mirla said bothered her way out of proportion for some reason.

“No,” said Dorene, but Arendellie, seeing the direction of Dorene's gaze and the look on her face, knew what the younger girl was thinking. Kathreen would appreciate Dizzy much better than she did. Kathreen would actually enjoy Dizzy's licking and exuberance, instead of being constantly annoyed with her, shooing her away lest she mess up clothes or skin or hair or furniture and insisting that she never touch her.

Arendellie concentrated on the weave for a few moments. Completing the stitch she was just then working on, she looked over at Dorene and said, “Aren't there other people out there who would appreciate Dizzy? Your own siblings? Some of the other girls, like maybe Ruhla?”

Dorene smiled. Dizzy spun around, jumped up, and exuberantly tried to lick her face. “No, no, no,” cried Dorene, laughing and flailing her hands, “you'll knock out my teeth if you carry on like that!” She got the doggy to lie down on her back for her to scratch her belly. “Actually, yes,” she replied to Arendellie, who found the interruptions and distractions Dizzy presented disrupting to conversation. The fact was, she and Dorene were not closer friends than they were before Kathreen and Mirla left them; it was quite the opposite. Dorene had been Arendellie's friend because Arendellie and Kathreen were friends, and Dorene and Mirla were Kathreen's friends. Now, they had almost nothing in common except that they had both been hurt by the loss of their closest friends to a fanatical devotion to the Creator precipitated by the rise of Grale Casarion in the east, and now the north. Whenever they were together both of them found the interaction dissatisfying and both of them knew that they would probably not be friends for another year. They would not hate or even dislike each other; there was simply no reason for them to be friends anymore.
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#2 - The Call
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Azshbir sat down cross-legged on the ground, listening to a young, thick woman, about a year or two older than himself, talking about her experiences of the outside world, which he had never seen. She had a beautiful accent, and she was just a shade darker than his family. Never before had anyone from the outside world come to their home; when he had first seen her sitting with his mother pounding roots into powder he had been so shocked he had almost cried out. He would have been scared, wondering if she was some sort of police-spy, except for the friendship between her and his mother, made obvious by the fact that his mother, Sirifa, was sharing her work with her.

“So,” the woman, whose name was Kathreen Alarion, continued, “I hid in the garbage heap. It really did stink. After they had gone, I had to discard my cloak, since it was way too disgusting for me to be able to clean it, even with wizardry. I don't even like to think about how I don't even know what kind of foul things I hid with!” Her story-telling was animated. It was fun to listen to, but Azshbir could not deny that there was a little cold tingling of fear in his heart; he had not known that the world was that, well, cruel. Kathreen had just been explaining the state of things in Sephar, and what she had experienced when she had gone there.

Azshbir cleared his throat. “How many places have you been?”

“Only Avanzar, where I was born, Sephar, and Ephezoa.” Kathreen paused, and then went straight ahead as if anticipating a next question. “Avanzar is not under the control of King Grale Casarion and, as far as I know, the governing authorities have not been hostile to true commitment to the Creator's Promise. However, I fled from my village fearing that some of the people there might take measures to kill me if I stayed there. So...”

“So, nowhere is safe,” Azshbir said, with a little humor. For some reason, the way Kathreen told the story, especially the one about escaping from the police seemed to have lightened her own mood significantly. Even while she talked about how awful it was hiding in a reek of garbage, or how fearful she had been, she seemed to be laughing within. Perhaps it was the combination of telling the story and interacting with the children that did it, but she seemed very light-hearted, and like she was treating the whole thing like an absurdity.

However, Azshbir's comment made Kathreen deadly serious. “Yes,” she said, gravely, “nowhere is safe. Unless,” she added in the quietest of tones, looking down at her lap. Azshbir wondered what she was thinking of. What horrors did she know that he had no idea about? As it happened, she was thinking about some of L'sa-moth's friends and their riders– dragons and humans she knew only through her dragon, but it was bad enough, since the bond, though not like that between dragon and rider, which L'sa-moth shared with her friends was close, and the dragon knew much of their fears and even sufferings, and indeed their thoughts and feelings. She was thinking, too, about her time with Mirla several months ago, and the dim forebodings and fears that had filled her mind and had never really left her when she looked at baby Brisia, in Mirla's arms, and thought that she would have liked to be a mother, but with the world the way it now was, it was better that she was a virgin. After a few moments she continued, telling about how she changed her clothes, and fled to Ephezoa, and of the way she was received in Uingalin.

Then, she made a comment Azshbir did not understand. Looking down, she spoke quietly, as if sad and disturbed, “They're the same people... their hearts are the same... I knew something was wrong then... but it's almost like it's a different nation.”

“What do you mean?” asked Adaria, looking up from the castle she was helping her little brother, Laekoorj, to build with blocks and sticks.

“Well, when I first went to Ephezoa, I was invited by some people to speak to the people about my experiences and what I'd seen and learned. I knew somehow that something was wrong right from the beginning, and that I, or maybe my words, were somehow being treated like animals in a zoo, or something of the sort. I'm still not certain I really understand, but people were very interested in hearing me and talking well about me, and I think I liked the attention. I think I would have left sooner if I hadn't, but it was just too fun not being an outcast, though I felt wrong all the time. I got to speak to large audiences, to meet wizards and ambassadors and diplomats, and all that stuff. Eventually, I left to live in Darloss, a seaside city in southern Avanzar. Well, when I returned to Ephezoa, I saw it. In the frontier cities, they almost all just want to give up. The same people who used to want to hear me talk about the importance of living entirely for the Creator and in the Reality of His Promise now want to hear nothing about Him and seem to be bitter towards Him. They're angry about the losses they have suffered, being so close to the battle-line, and they want to just surrender to Grale and swear their allegiance to him. If you suggest otherwise, they look daggers at you. In fact, sometimes you worry that they might decide to kill you.

“The interior cities are different, too. It's much easier to see that their 'allegiance to the Creator and the Promise' is all about protecting their lifestyle and freedoms, and not being ruled by a Hasseleighton tyranny. Oh, they don't talk about the Creator or the Promise any less, but it's easier to see that they have the wrong idea of Him– that they want or think He's their god, to protect their values, and to make their lives like they want. The Promise isn't, to them, the Promise– being delivered from shame before the Creator's eyes – but about keeping the world from degenerating into chaos and cruelty in every direction.”

There was a pause after that. Everyone was more or less quiet, except for the playing of the children. After a few drawn-out moments, Athara asked, tentatively, “So, kind of like Duhralra?” Duhralra was a Sepharian inn keeper's wife, who held that one could have allegiance to the Creator in one's deepest heart, but outwardly give allegiance to Grale Casarion, and that this was, perhaps, even what the Creator wanted.

An odd look appeared on Kathreen's face, as if she were thinking, for the moment out on a limb. Then, it was like a light went off. “Exactly! They're exactly like Duhralra!” she exclaimed. “I never noticed that before.”

Azshbir got up, and began to pace. “Wait a minute. I don't think I get this. I can understand why you think the battle-front city folk are like Duhralra– they're like Duhralra in the same way her own country-folk are like her... not the same person, but the same ideas and doctrines and practices, more or less. However, why do you think that the interior people are like Duhralra? It's almost as different as possible. Duhralra says that she can give allegiance to the Creator in her heart, and that the Creator's not a king like Grale Casarion... He wouldn't care if she gives outward allegiance to Grale. Isn't that a world of difference from the Ephezoans, who you tell me want to fight Grale Casarion to the death and have nothing to do with Him, and want the Creator as one who will protect them from tyranny?”

“No, wait!” said Adaria. “I get it! I totally get it! They both make their own 'Creator', and don't realize how preposterous it is. Think about the things Duhralra said. 'He's good, and He loves us, and He wants us to be good and happy.' That's more or less what the Ephezoans all want! There's no Promise in that, no King in that. Duhralra thinks being good and happy is submitting to any authority and being comfortable, no matter what. The Ephezoans instead want their culture and lifestyle and not to be ruled by a tyrant. They disagree on what they want; they call what the other wants bad. They are agreed that the Creator exists for their wants, though they wouldn't dare put it that way. Neither wants Him as a Sovereign King to rule over them. Duhralra doesn't want to submit to His Kingship and suffer. Ephezoa doesn't want to submit to His Kingship and be imposed upon by a foreign ruler and culture. It's the same! The line about Grale Casarion not making rules that violate the Creator's is, again, the same. The people of Ephezoa don't realize that their own lives and the basics of their understanding of the world isn't in accord with the Creator, and His revealed truth, that we're all in rebellion against Him. They both have this idea that their regimes, rulers, cultures, authorities, whatever, can do no wrong. The differences between Duhralra and Ephezoa are really very superficial. The last thing either wants is a Creator who is the Highest of all kings and the Reality above all things, to be obeyed and honored in everything. Each has made a little 'Creator' who is no Creator at all for themselves!”

“You're totally right,” said Kathreen. “Totally, Adaria. Thinking about it... so many things Duhralra said... so many things others have said... the difference between them so much on the surface... but they, of course, are too much on the surface to do anything other than get furious with you for suggesting that they might be just like their mortal enemies... It is really a bunch of people rebelling against the True King, and then being unable to decide what rules they are to live by or who will rule them, and fighting each other because they've shaken off all rule, and yet insisting that, at the core, they're each different from the other rebels they're fighting and that their motivations for their fighting over the rules are good, while the other side is wholly bad, because they're fighting to preserve something that looks like one of the rules of the King they rebelled against and are rebelling against, while the other side is fighting for something that looks a little like a different one of His rules, which they just happen to dislike, or for something clearly opposed to all His rules. Yes, Adaria. Oh, my!”

They talked for hours longer, the conversation wandering all over the place, sometimes jumping ahead, sometimes going back to something never explained or clarified in the past. Azshbir began to find it increasingly confusing. Yawning now and then, his mind wondered, often into thoughts of gratitude that he had been protected from the poisonous atmosphere throughout all Camil. Before, he had been irritated that he was so isolated; now, he was glad that he had not been raised to think of the Creator as something for his own ease and comfort or the advancement of his own values. Hearing Kathreen talk about conversations with people who thought such things, often without realizing it, he thought, What a deep, deep pit, what a subtle lie. How terrible it must be to be caught in that snare. Certainly, only the Creator's power can cure the blindness or vanquish that poison. At the same time, he found himself wanting to go with Kathreen, not to see the outside world, as he had thought when he first heard the offer, but to tell these people the truth, even if it would do no good unless the Creator opened their eyes to see it. He could not want to see the outside world for curiosity's sake anymore, but he did want to go to the people caught in a snare from which he had no power, in himself, to deliver them, for he could not even make them see that they were caught.

There came a time when everyone– that is, the four oldest– expressed their desire to go with Kathreen. Azshbir explained, “I want to go because those people need more people to warn them! I think protecting the Promise must include protecting it from the misunderstandings and abuse of people like those Ephezoans Kathreen was telling us all about. I also think the Creator wants us to warn them, even if they are deaf. It is such a terrible thing to be caught in such an abominable snare.”

The other three put forth their reasons. Soon, they got a little loud, all talking over each other, and some of them getting up to pace about their excitement. Kathreen waved her hand down to silence them. “No, you can't all come. I'm sure your parents,” here Kathreen glanced at and made eye contact with Sirifa, “need some of you to stay and help with your younger siblings, and there's also too many of you to ride L'sa-moth. Further, Athara, you're a bit young.”

Sirifa looked to Kathreen appreciatively. Azshbir drew in his breath sharply. Was he not going to get to go? Well, he decided, if he could not go now, he would wait a couple years, to help out with his younger siblings while they grew older, and then he would go alone. He had to go! The danger did not matter. He had to go, to uphold the Promise before these people, and to warn them in the Creator's Name! But his mother was speaking. “I think it would be best for Azshbir,”– here his heart leapt, and he felt like he might faint for joy, even as he inwardly breathed a sigh of relief, praying, Thank You,– “and Adaria to go. Yes, it will be harder here, but you need to have opportunities to meet people, and even to meet people who might be marriageable. Azshbir is the oldest of our sons and it's time for him to get out into the world.”

“Yes, Sirifa, that sounds good,” said Hoobit. Turning to his children, particularly Azshbir and Adaria, “Of course, we're not forcing you to go. It's dangerous. You may have to flee authorities, and run down rubbish allies. You could be killed, or thrown into prison... I'm not trying to discourage you. You just should know.”

Forcing us to go! Azshbir thought, still feeling almost giddy, I want to go! It's dangerous?! I know that! Weren't we all just hearing about it! The line, or thrown into prison... caused a small cold shiver to run through his blood, but it was nothing. He stood to his feet, still feeling almost dazed, first by the fear that he would not get to go, then by the announcement that he certainly would, then by the comment about not being forced. Shrugging, he addressed the issue of the dangers. “That's fine by me. The Creator is a very great King, and worth dying in whose service. After all, isn't part of the Promise that One Whom He has chosen and sent will reign even over death? If He reigns over death, can He not release His people from its dungeons? I think so! And, even if He does not, He is good, and has already been very merciful to me. He is worthy of my life.” As he said these things, Azshbir was thinking particularly of how he had been protected from the poisons and snares with which his world abounded.

Hoobit turned to his daughter. “Adaria?”

“I think the same as Azshbir, and I would really like to get to know Kathreen. She has got to have lots of things to teach us.”
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#3 - A Lonely Place
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Azshbir stood next to L'sa-moth's shoulder, running his hand absentmindedly over her smooth, gleaming green and purple scales, which felt like they must have been oiled. The huge dragon had laid her head on the grass, and Kathreen stood next to it, stroking the top of her neck. Adaria stood between Azshbir and Kathreen, and a little away from the dragon. Azshbir remembered the first time he had seen this dragon, majestic as she had seemed then, though he had since discovered that she was actually a very gentle dragon, not at all fierce, and to one who knew dragons actually looked as gentle and kind as she was. He could feel that she was a person too, even though he could not speak to her.

For six months, he and Adaria and Kathreen had traveled together. They had spoken to people in shops and at parks, on the streets and on outlaying farms. Once, a scene was made, when several people protested about what they were saying. What he had to do made him feel just a little scared. He had seen so much more of Adaria that he had at home; he felt he knew her much better. Kathreen also was a friend to him. Now and then, he found himself thinking that she would make a good wife and mother, but he knew better than to even ask or think about it; that was not her call, and they all knew it. Now, she and Adaria had been talking about their desire to visit Sephar again, and also Vanipia. It was time to venture out of Ephezoa, into other places. Adaria wanted to go into Hasseleighton, to venture into the very heart of Grale's reign, the land of terror, but Kathreen was not quite sure. Last night, they had all stayed up well past ten talking about these matters. In the end, Azshbir had gone to sleep, but Kathreen and Adaria had stayed up, talking about where they should go, and whether or not they should go to Hasseleighton. He had had little to say; he had not cared much, then.

After having some time to think about it, though, Azshbir knew it was not for him. For one thing, he needed to get away from Kathreen. They were spending too much time too close, and though Azshbir did not think that she felt drawn to him– he could not be quite sure– he was finding himself increasingly drawn to her, and he  knew that she was not for him. Of course, he had been beginning to know that for a while now, and wondering how to do the separation, but also procrastinating, because he really did not want to do it. It would be so lonely. In addition, he felt certain that he was called to warn these blind and stubborn people who devoured poison like sweets and called their snares and pits castles, not to these other places. He was certain that it was not cowardice that made him think this; the chill in his veins when he thought of dangers and even tortures was not, indeed, wholly unpleasant. It made him feel alive in a tingling, wide-awake but early morning kind of way. He knew, also, that he needed to settle down somewhere and live among and warn these people. Yet furthermore, he had only been in this city one or two days when he began to get the feeling, “This is the place.” So, he gathered the courage to speak. “I think, sisters, that I must remain here, in Afteloan.”

Kathreen and Adaria both nodded. Adaria's eyes looked moistened by tears. Kathreen swallowed, and said, “I thought it would be.” Adaria stepped forward, and she and Azshbir embraced. “I am so going to miss you, brother,” she said.

“And I, you,” said Azshbir.

After a long minute, Adaria stepped back, her eyes bright like the dew, or like the sun just beginning to send his shining glory over the horizon. Her voice tight with tears and yet with a kind of joy or fun, she said, “But, that's okay. We will meet again.”

“Even if on the other side of death,” Azshbir completed. He did not feel as joyful about it as Adaria, at the moment. He turned to Kathreen.

She smiled. Azshbir loved her smile; he thought it matched her face, even darker than that of many Camilians, and of proportions to match her thicker body as well. Somehow, he thought it looked like the noon sun, even though the noon sun was blindingly bright to look at, and she was very dark indeed. He found himself thinking drolly, I wonder, where will I ever find a woman as beautiful as you? Catching himself, he thought, Yes, it is definitely time. “Fare you well, Azshbir. I will miss you, too. Your confidence and trust has been a great example and encouragement to me. I hope to come and see you again, sometime.” she said. There was so much to say it was better not to try to say any of it. It would be better communicated unsaid than if a thousand words had been tried, especially in a moment like this.

So, also, Azshbir would have liked to say a lot more, but he knew that the more he tried to say the less he would end up saying. “Fare well, Kathreen. Your happiness has touched my heart, and I have learned much and been greatly encouraged by your openness about your struggles, and as much by your thoughts and words, the wisdom you have gained doing this before me.” Did Kathreen blush, or had he only imagined it?

Feeling sick at heart, Azshbir turned and walked away. He did not think that he could bear to look back, so he kept his head low and hurried on, even while he heard L'sa-moth run forward, and the great beating of her wings on the air, as she took off. The voice of a singing dragon floated on the air, like shivers of morning joy. The birds began to chirp, weaving their own songs and harmonies around the dragon's richer melody, though clean, clear, thin and almost knife-like though without pain or sadness. Passing through the gate out of the dragon field, Azshbir sat down on a bench, and put his head in his hands. He had felt so certain last night, but this morning he felt so empty, dry, shallow, and like he had no idea where to go or where to start. Of course, he thought, he had to learn.

The sun rose before Azshbir pulled himself together and got up, but only a little before he did so. His first thought was that he must find some sort of job to support himself. For the better portion of the morning he asked around in the plaza, and told people that he had experience as a farmer and a hunter from the mountains. Then, he went back to the inn to have lunch; he had foregone breakfast. In the afternoon, he went to the park, stretched himself out on a bench, and thought about what he would do, and how to begin. Since he was staying in this city indefinitely, he had the luxury to go through it systemically, to try to find a way to warn everyone and, what was better, to give the hope of the Promise to everyone. As Kathreen had told them all, in that valley in the Vinibra Volcanic Mountains, what seemed like a century ago, the very nation that boasted of being most fixed upon the ordinances of the Creator and the hope of His Promise might well be the nation most ignorant of the true meaning of the Promise– or was all Camil like that? He decided that he would go and purchase a map of the city and the surrounding farmlands.

Upon acquiring the map, Azshbir returned to the park, and again stretched himself out on a bench, along with several pages of paper and a pen, to think and plan. He was a little wary of the Halls of Exhortation. He had discovered, during his first conversation with anyone other than Kathreen outside his family, in Ordiol, that even to suggest that the real motives of the Ephezoans for their war might be in contradiction to the ordinances of the Creator, or that the Creator did not really care about them keeping their culture, was often to be accused of treason. He did not really want to get the whole city mad at him before they had even heard the merits of what he had to say by making a scene at some meeting at the Hall of Exhortation. He would prefer to talk to individuals or small groups, whether of family or of friends, quietly and discreetly, so that people might know what he was saying, rather than believing rumors that he had said crazy nonsense that even he would heartily disavow. By experience, he knew that people would think that he had said things not unlike those which Duhralra had told Kathreen– that people are supposed to obey everyone who claims to be an authority or exercises power, no matter what the laws are, to keep the Creator and the Promise hidden and covered up if that was helpful to such ends, and similar nonsense. What frustrated him worst of all was that, while they could not have for the life of themselves seen the connection, and he had only understood it after Kathreen and Adaria had tried explaining it several times and in several different ways, he now could not help thinking that, to be honest, the substance of what these Ephezoan nationalists believed was very much the same as what the Sepharian inn keeper's wife who had so infuriated Kathreen believed.

At any rate, thinking and doing things made him feel less miserable.

Azshbir tried to sketch out several different ideas of how to comb the city and reach everyone, trying to look for one that was feasible and did not have glaring defects. Finally, he gave up. What kind of job he got would affect what he could and could not do, and what kind of opportunities he would be presented with, as well. He came to that conclusion a little before sunset. Gathering his things, he walked back to the inn. He ordered a small and uninteresting dinner, which he ate feeling rather lonely, though this was mitigated by the fact that he was still sorting things out in his head. Then, he went to his room, stretched out on his bed, and was soon fast asleep. He had gotten very little sleep the previous night, between having retired late and thinking over things before falling asleep, and waking up very early.

In the morning, he went to the plaza again, to look for a job. He was found out by a man who said he was in need of an all-around skilled farmhand, who could do everything from butchering the cow, to ploughing, to repairs, to dealing with unruly animals, to anything else necessary.
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#4 - Different Pieces of the World
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Arendellie sat on the back porch of the house, with Neshekh, looking out over a large pasture, a little below their level, with lovely woods and meadows, and a little stream wandering through it. Cows, sheep, goats, and a few horses grazed, mostly keeping each to his or her own species. There were carpets of color in the meadows, yellows melding into pinks or blues, here and there patches of white, purple, or brilliant almost-red orange, and now and then patches of green. It was beautiful.

Arendellie pulled her long, braided hair over her shoulder, and leaned back against the wall. “This is beautiful,” she said, taking a deep breath of the air laden with the fragrances of a thousand wildflowers, “... and soon to be even more lovely.”

“Yes, my lovely one,” said Neshekh, turning towards her. Their gazes met in a tender smile. “I love your appreciation of beauty, even more beautiful one. You are tender and kind, and so clean and lovely... like the wild roses.”

Arendellie smiled. Everything was so like it always was, and yet there was something odd, like Neshekh was keeping something back. Perhaps a surprise gift? she wondered. They turned to face each other, for each was even more attracted to the other than to the panorama of beauty around them. They held each other's hands, one over the other, in their laps between them. Oh, this is good– and when at last we will be able to really be together, the way we were meant to be! Arendellie thought. Everything was so still and quiet, as if this moment could go on forever. Indeed, it might, it almost felt like, nor would she mind if it did, she thought.

They held each other's hands and gazed into each other's eyes like that for a while. It could have been a few moments, or it could have been several minutes. Time seemed to do strange things when they were together. After several moments Neshekh went on, “Indeed, I think you might almost have been named for the wild roses, as much as for your green eyes. Your name might come from Ar-a-Endel-Fri, Colors of Green Gentle in the ancient tongue, or it might be Araen Rendelli, Wild Rose. I think both are suitable.”

They were together for a few more moments. Arendellie had the sudden impulse to unclasp her long, black hair, which Neshekh had complimented before, and shake it out of its braid, but she refrained. To let down one's hair before a man meant something inappropriate outside of marriage, especially if it was long, like hers was. If one kept one's hair short, it did not mean anything. Then, Arendellie felt Neshekh brace himself, and she almost bit her lip, wondering what was coming next. This did not feel right. His hands on and in hers tightened and then relaxed. He bent closer, and whispered in the softest of tones, like Arendellie loved, “I love you, Arendellie, my sweetheart, my beautiful one, my wild rose, tender and gentle. I love you, my Arendellie.” He had said these things before, and even said them this way before, and yet it only increased her foreboding.

“Arendellie, my wild rose, my Araen Rendelli, I hope you won't hate me for saying this but...” Neshekh faltered, as if for a loss how to continue, how to say what he had to say next. Several times he opened his mouth as if to speak and shut it again, sometimes saying “but” first. Arendellie was so frozen in suspense and desire to know, also in fear and anxiety, that she did not even ask him what it was or encourage him to go on.

Finally, Neshekh just blurted it out. “I believe what Mirla, Aleria, and Ajiek do.”

Arendellie's face, already lighter than that of most Camilians, paled with a kind of shock. “You don't mean to say–?” she asked, breathlessly. So, she thought, in a shocked, distant kind of way, that was what he was doing on those evenings – gathering with them!

“I think I do mean to say,” replied Neshekh, in the quietest of all possible tones. Then, “I really do love you, Arendellie.”

“I know,” she said, beginning to cry. This, too, was inappropriate, but he took her in his arms and cradled her, while she snuggled up against him.

After a long time, Arendellie pulled herself together a little, and disengaged herself from his arms. “It's okay, I think,” she said. “I do believe in the Creator and the Promise, though I don't believe it the way that you– they– you people– do.” She hated her words with all her strength. She could not think of how to put her meaning into words, or perhaps it was that she wanted to use words and her meaning to change reality to what she wanted it to be, and it was not working.

There was sadness in Neshekh's eyes, though they now sat apart as they had before, with their hands in each other's laps. “Arendellie, oh my Araenyi, the world is changing.” He seemed to gather himself together, to say what he had to next, as if he hated it and could hardly bring himself to say it. “I don't know how Avanzar has stayed out of it this long... There's no reason to suspect it will continue to be this way. Even Ephezoa is falling, we hear... Can we really share our lives, in this world?”

Arendellie looked like she wanted to snuggle up to him again. In a low, soft, soothing, drawn-out voice she began, “You're still Neshekh Dasaran, and I'm still your Araenyi. Of course, we can share our lives... We're almost married already, you know... As long as you'll love me and our children, of course... Just because you believe in Him the way Kathreen does, doesn't mean that you have to live your life the ways she does or do the things she does... Mirla believes in Him that way, and she can still be a wife and a mother. Most of Ebrin does despise her, but no one threatens her, ever... I'm your Araenyi. You can believe in the Creator and the Promise, and take care of me and love me.”

Neshekh looked at Arendellie tenderly, but there was battle written in his eyes and on his face, as if he was fighting for sanity or for life. “Okay,” he said, “but, you know what Grale Casarion demands of his subjects... How can we share our lives together, when my first goal must be always to be faithful to the Promise, and yours is simply to be a wife and mother and stay out of all messes?... I am a subject of the Creator and one of those who wait for His Promise before I am your husband or our children's father.”

“That's what's cruel about how you believe,” said Arendellie, softly. “Ethereal spiritual things have more meaning to you and are treated as more solid by you than real, living, flesh and blood... Anyway, that's all right. You'll be so busy taking care of me and loving me and being with me and the same for our children that you won't have any time to warn people or make scenes or be noticed. And,” she added, “we live out in a middle-of-nowhere mountain village, so maybe they won't even come here.” She said it in a way that was so smooth and soft, that even while she insulted and infuriated him, it was impossible for him not to be drawn to her, by a tug almost like gravity. She was flirting with him, even while she stabbed him, so to speak.

Neshekh stood up. Arendellie had never flirted with him quite like this before, and he was finding the urges to do inappropriate things almost irresistible. Later, he wondered if that had been her intent– to get him away from her for the moment and at the same time draw him closer to her and make getting away from her for the future more difficult. As it was, his blood was so thick and hot in his head he could not think everything, or even anything, through. He just knew it was too much, and that it had been too much a long time ago. “Arendellie,” he said, “we get married a month from today.”

“Okay,” she said, in a way that was almost meek. He had decided on a month since one of her reasons for dragging it out this long had been the need for her to make her wedding dress perfect, and lace was so difficult. With a month, she might be able to get what she already had together so that it would work, even if it was not her idea.

Neshekh turned, as it were, and fled into his house. Arendellie sank down on the porch. The fact was, she was shocked. She had never thought it of Neshekh to join those crazy fanatics. She was angry at Grale Casarion. Why on earth did he have to take over the world? She didn't really mind his laws all that much, though she would prefer not to have to live with Hasseleighton culture, like having to cover one's hair, or even face in some circumstances. She was not really all that worried about that part of things, though, since she lived in a village out in the middle of nowhere, so in all likelihoods no one would try to mess with them too much. What infuriated her was that Grale Casarion's reign and tyranny was tearing those she knew best away from her. Several years ago, no one would have known the difference between what she believed and what Kathreen, or Mirla, or Neshekh believed, or if one had known it, it would not have mattered a whit. One would have been quite able to live one's life as if it did not exist. She did not think anyone had known the difference. Now, Grale Casarion was making people think and forcing people to make decisions no one should have to make, and the world was fracturing, and she and those she had known and loved were on different pieces. It was his fault that Kathreen and Mirla and Neshekh had all become fanatics! If they had not had this decision forced on them, they never would have even known that they believed in the Creator this way, and everyone could have been happy together. In fact, no one would have even had to decide whether they believed in the Creator Arendellie's way or Kathreen's way, let alone know that others were different, or what their belief meant. Even if Grale Casarion did not touch Avanzar, he had destroyed her whole world. He had made people think about things in ways they should never have to be thought about. He was cruel, cruel, cruel. Even though she and Neshekh were still getting married, their marriage could never be what it might have been, if the world had remained whole.

Arendellie got up and walked home, feeling dejected. She was the youngest of her family, and her other siblings were all married and her parents were getting older and lived with their eldest son, so she was alone in the house. It was still early evening, so she called Dorene over, along with several new friends she had made– if they could be called friends, for they were certainly not friends the way that she and Kathreen had been, and in a sense still were, for though they could not stand each other, they still intended a kind of loyalty to one another. Once they came over, she unburdened herself to them, telling them what had happened, and how upset she was, and intermittently weeping as she did so.

The fact was, the longer she thought about it the more she hated Grale Casarion. Not only had he caused reality to fracture, forced people to think about things seriously that should never be thought about that way, thereby tearing away her friends, but he had made it so that she could not start over and find new friends. They just were not there, for some reason. All her friends, it seemed, were in different pieces of the shattered world than she was. Oh, why had Grale Casarion warped and twisted and fractured reality! Something was wrong, drastically wrong, and it hurt Arendellie's head to think about it or try to figure out what it was.
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#5 - A Traitor to Treason
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Azshbir sat next to the hearth with his employer, whose name was Darnize Katalonga. He had been working for him for a couple months now. To begin with, he had noticed that he had lost muscle and strength in the six months that he had not been working on his parent's farm, but he had quickly made up for it. After several days, Darnize had decided to keep Azshbir, and had introduced him to his family, but their relationship was only beginning to involve other things than work business. This was the first time the two men had sat down together to talk. They had already spent about three quarters of an hour talking about work on the Katalonga Farm, how it was going, what needed to be done when and how, and all related things.

“So, Azshbir, what do you think about the war?” asked Darnize casually.

“Be a little more specific.”

“What do you think about Grale Casarion?”

“I think Grale Casarion is an enemy to the Creator and His people, and is trying to take what is not his to have,” answered Azshbir. “You?”

“Much the same. I think that Grale Casarion's laws are tyrannical and violate the precepts of the Creator, and that it is not right for him to try to usurp thrones and conquer nations that never did him any harm,” answered Darnize.

Azshbir agreed. He wondered where this conversation was going. He decided that he was going to ask a question now, though he was a little apprehensive. He had seen people often try to make out that they believed and cared about what he did, as he did, when they had no common ground at all. What made his task so terribly hard was that people did not even hear what he was saying; they only heard the meaning that they had given to words and concepts of which they had no actual understanding whatsoever. There was a total impasse in communication. “So, what do you think the Promise is, or means? What is the most important part about it to you? How does it affect your life?”

“Well,” said Darnize, “I think it is really important that the Promised One is going to destroy death and reign over all things. He is going to bring His people into a perfect place and make all things well. I try to live in accordance with the Creator's laws, and I'm hopeful that if we seek to be His people and, more, to live in accordance with His precepts, then, ultimately, Ephezoa will win. You?”

Azshbir sighed. “I think the Promise has to be understood in terms of who the Creator is, and who we are. The Creator is the only one who can unreservedly claim the title of King, and that is because He is the Creator. He created us to know Him, to serve Him, to find fulfillment not in seeking ourselves, but in living entirely for Him, because we were created for Him. We haven't done that. Instead, we have all lived for ourselves. We've tried to be our own little kings. We plan our own lives and do things our own way. In the process, we hurt our fellow creatures, sometimes in more obvious ways, sometimes in less. However, this isn't our real offense. The big problem is that we're traitors. We're traitors to the only real and noble King. We're the worst traitors possible. Made for the palace of the Creator's presence, instead we've lived in dung because we defy Him and seek our own. In His eyes, shame clings to us. We're too evil and worthless for anything but contempt. In the shame of our treason, He can not come near us, and He can have nothing to do with us, for He is the Only One who is truly regal, truly noble. So, that is what the Promise is about. The Promised One is going to bear the shame of His people far, far away, and conquer death, so that our shame will be gone so that He can take us into the Creator's palace by His merits, and lead His people out of death. That's–”

“Wait a minute!” Darnize held his hand up. Azshbir glanced to the side and saw that some of the Katalonga household was listening in on this conversation. Apparently it was interesting. “So, you're saying that the primary office of the Promised One is to bear away shame? How then is He spoken of as the Conqueror and King, who will defeat and reign over death?”

“Why do you think death comes into the story?” asked Azshbir. “The Creator has always been the Lord of Death. He made death as the only suitable dungeon for creatures to be regarded with such contempt as traitors to His nobility. Or, perhaps, death is what happens to creatures who have been separated from His life. And why would we be separated from His life except for our unspeakable shame? Indeed, perhaps that is why death is the only suitable dungeon. It is what happens to them. The Creator did not make death at all; death is the suitable and natural consequence of shame, of being hidden from the Creator's life-imparting gaze. So, death is suitable because death is to be despised, and because death doesn't have to be done– it is the consequence of contempt, it is contempt. At the same time, He casts His enemies into death to bear His wrath against their insupportable offenses. Anyway, enough for that. Death is the mark of our shame, and the Promised One's conquest over death is a result of, or means of, our deliverance from our shame in the sight of the Creator.”

“Yeah, I see that,” said Darnize. “That makes a lot of sense. I think it is what I always believed. I just did not know how to put it so well, or tie it all together like that.” Azshbir had some serious doubts about all of Darnize's statements. “Anyway, you did not tell me how it affects your life.”

“Well,” answered Azshbir, “I am very grateful for the Creator's mercy. Because I understand a little of the mercy of His Promise, I can trust Him and rejoice in His mercy, without having to fear what life may bring my way, or whether He will allow me to suffer or not. I want to serve Him, and to explain the Promise to those who do not know or understand it, and to warn people that the Creator really is King, and must be treated as such. He will make Himself regarded as such, whether men are willing or no.”

Darnize nodded. “That makes a lot of sense, though I'm sure it's not expected. The Creator knows that we would rather not suffer, or be conquered by Hasseleighton, and I think He's okay with that.” Azshbir thought to himself, You must have not heard what I was just saying. “Anyway, so, what do you think about the war? How should it be done? I know you're from a different part of Ephezoa, and I've heard some think strange things, so what do you think?”

“What is the war about?” asked Azshbir.

“What do you mean?” queried Darnize.

“I mean, why are you fighting this war? What are your motives? What are your goals? I can't answer your question until I have the answers to those questions,” said Azshbir.

“I guess, to protect Ephezoa. To protect
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