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I, DRAGON

_______________

Chronicles of the Last
Dragon on Earth

 


 



The
Unicorn are
all laid
low.

The
Gryphon is
done in.

Chimera
and the
Mantilough

Are
whispers on
the wind.

Of
all the
Mystics bold
and proud,

Only
the Dragon
still flies

Riding
clouds

In
far, forbidden
skies.

 


 



All you have
read about dragons in the
past is a myth. Here at
last is the true story of
the decline, fall and ultimate
extinction of all the Mystic
Beasts told by the 3,000
year-old dragon who lived it

 


 



Prelude

​ _______________

The Last Dragon’s Song

YOU WHO READ THIS
are in danger, as am I for sharing these hidden secrets. As my
scribe and my witness be warned but take great pride as well. The
journey ahead is fraught with peril, and yet the treasure that
awaits you may save your soul and your sanity in the bargain.

As for me, my days are
numbered. If they even knew that I existed, they would hunt me
down. They would marvel at the fact that I lived at all and then
kill me for what I know. Such is the curse of modern times. They’re
threatened by naked Truth. The lords of this earth are intent to
butcher all buried magic — to lay dirty hands on the fabric of the
mist of imagination.

So, I hide.

Outside the slit in
this mountain’s open mouth, this cave I have called my home for the
last thirty years, the wind tears at the tired earth's face. It is
my face too, for I am at last becoming one with the earth from
which I sprang and the mother who bore me from her dragon's belly
so long ago that her face, in a sea of time, has all but washed
from my memory. But faces and forms are tools of vanity and are not
important here, not in this place. It is energies that surround me
now, the energies of those I have loved that will reside joyously
inside me until the sky again claims me as its own.

I no longer mind the
wind. Her carping seldom fazes me. Mountain winds dig-in their
heels, do their mocking dances, and go their way. But in the
Nepalese Himalayas, winters know a special bite. And though I hold
no awe for this season (I've survived three thousand, give or take
a few), even I, warmed by the power of my body’s fires, can feel it
here.

The mountain that lets
me sit inside its heart is called Pachi. It rests somewhere
between Everest and K-2 (the exact latitudes elude me at the
moment). Pachi is a cruel mountain to man but kind to me. It
recalls my father and his fathers before him. It carries in its
cells the remembrance of grander times when this world was young,
when dragons filled the skies, and angels forged the land with
thunderous hammers that rang out the songs of God.

Those were the days
before the rise of the pygmie who chained the world in tiny
thoughts, who made a slave of Nature, and who brought us finally to
the struggle in the wars of men. My father lived in that time of
struggle, and it was to that struggle that I was born. Now, the
fires of true magic have cooled. The Mystic Beasts have vanished
and the lies persist. And only I, Dragon remain.

Yet, before I shed
this final skin and fly to meet the loving master of this sphere,
I'll have one last dragon's song to sing.

It is a song of truth.
It is a canticle to man, a hymn to the nature of angels, a mantra
from the dragon's throat of secrets past and futures that can
neither be left untold nor abandoned to legend.

It is not my choice
that it is sung. Ours have always been the ways of silence.
Although we have been blessed with the many tongues of earth since
the pygmie rendered Babel into chaos, we have never spoken out
before this. Even when we were hunted down and killed, even though
our names have been vilified throughout the mythologies of men, and
our reputations have been brought to reside with the creatures of
the Pit, we have kept our vows of secrecy.

If I had my way we'd
keep them still. Man has yet to show me that he loves the light.
But for some reason I've yet to determine, I've been elected by the
Seven to tell this tale. So, as any soul must do, I yield to the
wisdom of the collective will. This is not an easy chronicle to
begin. I approach it with no small degree of skepticism for the
impact it will have.

It is the beginning of
the 21st century as the pygmie measures time. And yet practically
nothing has changed. The grind of technology is loud and
pretentious, but the spiritual seam beneath is even weaker than
before. War is still man’s most eloquent hour, predation his sole
expression. And art and music and paths to heaven provide no more
counterpoint than does a whisper when placed against a gale.

At the outset, I
realize that I have sounded contemptuous of man, and I should not.
As I have served all things in Nature, I am man's servant and not
his enemy. Still, since I bear some wounds from my encounters with
humankind, I cannot hide them, totally. The burnings and the whip
cracks, the duplicity and betrayals, the cuts incurred by the whims
of expedient morality, still smart in the scars on my tough old
hide.

A dragon has a long
memory for a wrong done him. He also never forgets a kindness
shown. There were moments of kindness, love, and beauty spent with
human beings that gleam like pearls of recollection. They uplift
all the others and bring the taste of forgiveness to my breath. And
since forgiveness is an essential quality of the dragon's nature,
it is to the sweet charity of that Higher Mind that I attune my
thoughts.

Forgiveness has become
the dragon’s credo. That is how we’ve survived — that and our
longtime mastery of illusion. Those among us who remain can shrink
to the size of a cockroach or swell to the size of a mountain. But
Pachi feels that, in this time of man, nothing is entirely safe.
So, I yield to his cellular wisdom and his active sense of
concern.

Conversations with
this wise old mountain are pleasant, to be sure, but my happiest
times these days are passed in flight. There are no Shimbaghs left
to fight. I'm far too mature to take any real pleasure in
terrorizing a village. Dragons long ago decided not to procreate.
So, flying is my last great joy.

On a rare morning when
the still air calls me to the challenge, I emerge from my cave,
spread my mangled thorny wings, and shoot like an arrow toward the
sun. I climb and dive and swoop and soar at such great speeds I’m
told that on three separate occasions I've been mistaken for a UFO.
Despite my advancing years, I can still breach the speed of sound.
Recently, in a lapse from prudence, I swept past a jetliner whose
pilot — refusing to accept what his eyes had seen — reported me as
an SST. In my younger days when the coals of passion burned hot
inside me, I was known as Shartallion the Swift, and Shartallion
“the Sound Stealer.”

The Sherpa guides in
these mountains call me
Dragon
Star,
and say I come
from Shambalah. They know I
mean them no harm
and in fact consider me a
harbinger of good fortune. When they
see me in flight, they wave. They sing
songs to me and
burn scented offerings in my
honor. They tell outsiders of my
presence but are not
believed. Their tales of
the “Dragon Star”
are dismissed as mountain lore.

At this, I both
rejoice and lament. Man’s vision is blind to me. Here, astride
these mountain shoulders, I shout to the wind and am not heard. I
fly to the heavens and am not seen. It is here, unmolested at last,
that I unfold all my secrets, so that I may go my way in peace, and
you may pass The Word.

Pray that it remains
so.

 


 



Book One

_______________

THE LIGHTNING DRAGON

 


 



Canto 1

​ _______________

Dager

MY FOREFATHERS WERE FORGED in the fire from
the left eye of God. They were brought to this world from the
constellation Draco to act as messengers and healers, and to be
caretakers until the time of man had come to fruition. They were
nobles among the dinosaurs and learned the secrets of survival that
those ancient savage beasts were unable to comprehend. Dragons were
helpmates to the Titans and wrought their steel and used their
dragon wings to carry the rocks that knit the continents together.
When the Fallen One drove the Titans from this sphere, the dragons
— at great peril to themselves — stayed on as guardians to
humankind, to terrify and teach them. The former, they did a little
too well. The latter has been left to me.

(That’s the myth we
were told; and in that narrow context it was true. But our true
beginnings, what we had been before there were measures to time,
make up the fabric of this story, and the reason I’ve taken this
task.)

I was born Shartallion
XII, High Dragon of the Kiln, descendent of Shartallion I, the
Firebringer, of Dager V (the Earth Dragon) and great grandson of
Knot IV (initiator of the Shimbagh Wars, in whose last battle I
would fight).

I was sired by Dager X
out of Drilg, the Fair. Ours was a noble house formed of the grand
alliance of the Dragons of the East and West. My mother, Drilg, was
of the Kunlun Dragons of the plains above Tibet. She was radiant,
sleek, beautiful, just and kind. She never lost sight of her
mission here — to bless all she touched and to teach the secrets of
the light. She died too young.

My father, in his
early years, was known as Dager, the Mountain. Looking like a piece
of the Carpathians from which he came, he was the most immensely
powerful dragon of his time. To this day, I could never match his
massive strength; nor did I ever try. Later, when the pain of
remorse and a near fatal wound drained his mind of all reason, he
became known as Dager the Scourge and Dager the Plague of Nations.
He became a rogue and a butcher. He thirsted for vengeance-blood
and grew obsessed with destroying the societies men had built. He
died in his nine hundredth year, in his prime as dragons go. The
masters of our clan said he lived too long and swore the scars he
left on dragonkind would haunt us to the end. I, among them,
understood his madness. In his place, I might have done the
same.

There were three
dragons born to Drilg that summer, 3,000 years ago. Our nest was
high in the eastern Taurus Mountains above what was then known as
Assyria in the south and not far from the Hittite nation to the
North. The Taurans were a dry prohibitive range traveled little by
the primitive dwellers of that place, yet far enough from the
complicated societies of men to keep us out of danger.

High in a mountain
cradle where only eagles dared to fly, we were hatched — the eggs
of Drilg. I was the first. Two weeks later, my sister, Seti was
born. After another week, came the third — my brother Karman, the
poet.

Although conceived at
the same time, dragons take three years to hatch and can be born as
much as two months apart. Usually, there are three young. It is the
number of divine geometry and is therefore ideal for the
triangulation of energies.

At this point I must
be candid and admit that, even among our own kind, dragon young are
not the most comely of creatures. We are born in foul-smelling
fluids from the eggs in which we were hatched (juices, were are
told which carry the secrets of our long lives). Our bodies, only
five feet long at birth, are covered in a “forming skin” that
resembles a clustering kind of soup, unsavory to the touch. And no
matter how our mothers lick and preen us, the skin stays foaming
upon us for a month or two at least.

It is then with a
perverse sense of irony that I remember that we dragon eggs, no
handsome crew at best, were trussed luxuriantly. Nestled in down
brought as gifts from the Cloud Geese and swaddled in silken webs
spun by the Kohmm, the heliotrope spiders from the Sea of Thral, we
were made to feel among the most prized among God’s creatures.

Even in our earliest
days, we knew our fair measure of affection. Seti was by nature
testy and easily spooked, but she was loyal to her siblings and was
maternally protective of Karman. Karman, with the nature of a fawn,
was shy, withdrawn, and seemed to hear sky songs in the distance,
holy choirs that played for no one else but him. I, from my moment
of birth, felt myself to be an old soul in a protomorphic body. I
detested our ugliness and our blind, prehensile groping about. But
there was a higher voice inside me that counseled me in the ways of
patience. ‘Your time will come,’ I heard it say. ‘Your time will
come.’

Although I was young,
I realized we were the homeliest of creatures and would not have
wanted to continue at all had I not seen Drilg — her sleek golden
beauty, her soft amber eyes, her glorious melodic laugh that
brought the winter roses into bloom. In Drilg I saw what we could
be. She was aglow, an aura of glistening hues that lit the dark
night and played the sun’s mirror in the day. She guided us gently,
regaled us with stories from constellations far away, and — when we
needed — would admonish us with a brush from her twenty-foot tail.
There was an element of might within her that one could feel, and
yet from without there glowed an aura so resplendent in its clarity
that eagles gathered, proclaiming her an angel come to earth.

At sixty feet, Drilg
was not large, even for a female. But for the first two years of my
life, she was all I saw of dragonkind, and I was certain she was
the grandest creature in the universe.

Then, for the first
time, I saw Dager.

We were nearly three
by then. Dager, a warrior dragon from birth, had been fighting in
the Shimbagh campaigns for more than a year when we were born.
Drilg sang of him often, sang of his royal mien, of his courage,
and of his generalship against the minions of the Fallen One. In
the time before the forging of iron, Dager had led his fiery forces
to the mouth of the Endless Void, had slain the giant Shimbagh,
Toth, and had earned so formidable a name that even his mortal
enemy the evil sorcerer, Rakushar had sought him for alliance.
Rakushar, the Beastmaker, who could rape the sensibilities of the
most virtuous warrior on earth and draw him into vortices of
passion he’d never known, had pitched her tawdry woo at my father
and had been turned down flat. Enraged, she had sworn her vengeance
and prophesied the end — that someday she would take down the
Mystic Clan, and the son of sons that Dager would hold most
dear.

Dager scoffed at the
prophecy.

“Corruption has no
life where noble hearts are joined, and purpose is divine.” He’d
left their parlez in a gust of flame, the green of his
contempt, and for that the lady swore she’d take us down some day.
But Dager was the breath of saints. He was the warrior’s warrior. A
mountain in the heavens with the halo of truth as its crown.

So lofty had been
Drilg’s tales of Dager, I came to look upon him as a god; yet I
wondered too if I would ever see him.

It won’t be long,
“Drilg assured me. “The word is out upon the winds, he has a
brood…It won’t be long.”

That same day at dusk,
upon an amethyst horizon, Dager appeared, one hundred feet of
rippling armor plate and scale. His silhouette like an alien planet
loomed above us. His eyes, comets in collusion, hurled their glare
upon us, covering us in the heat of their scrutiny.

The sudden appearance
of this ominous being shocked us to the bone. My brother Karman
whimpered. My sister Seti hissed and feinted combat. I stood my
ground and returned his stare. To this day, I cannot say what
instinct led me to it, to hold stick still and match this
thunderous creature gaze for gaze. Perhaps I was too frozen with
fear to run, or perhaps I was too fascinated to reflect upon my
actions. But when all is said and done in life, conduct is the
bottom line: I stayed and stood to face my father and, by looking
him in the eye, found my way into his heart.

For a moment, he
deliberately tried to intimidate me, lowering his head as if he
were about to swallow me whole. Detecting a note of mirth behind
the menace, again I held my ground, and — because I did — Dager
arched his head and roared into the coming night. The flames of his
elation lit the mountainside. He looked from side to side to let
the silent world know he approved, then turned back toward me
joyously and, with his flanged wing, swept me up as if I were a
gnat.

“This is the dragon’s
own!” he bellowed, holding me aloft. “This one has the wisdom to
carry on our quest!” Even though I now stood more than eight feet
high, I could have walked untouched through the arch of his eye.
Yet he clutched me gently in his foretalons, lifted me to his face,
and whispered, “Come my little dragon prince. Let’s chase the sun
awhile.”

He set me in the break
behind his neck and arched his wings. The updraft sucked the leaves
from a nearby tree and sent rocks tumbling down the cliff side. In
an instant, we took flight. At speeds that stripped away my senses,
we chased the sun until the sky again grew light. For the first
time since I was born, I saw the earth as few would ever see it. It
was domes of light, lush green valleys, red dawns and golden
deserts; seas of jade; lakes of crystal; mountain glaciers
glistening, the yawning ivory teeth of the great Terran giant
waiting to be fed the thunderheads of sky.

The skies belonged to
the dragons then. The birds, our cousins, willingly granted us
domain. The pygmie had not yet learned to fly. Even the Shimbaghs,
who had to hover near the Pit, could not challenge us here in this
open range of iods and ethers.

Here, from the view of
the airbound soul, all elements in life were one. All sense of
isolation was gone. The walls of my tiny mountain roost had been
peeled away to reveal a universe in which to play my role (whatever
that role might be). I was so young and full of questions. I asked
many, but Dager did not answer. He merely flew and tipped his wings
occasionally to let me see. The answers, the voice inside me said,
would come in time.

It seemed only a few
moments before we again swept back into the dancing light of the
morning. Drilg, in wifely pose, was waiting up. And Dager, like any
peccant husband would, landed softly on the nest.

“Is this the way you
come home?” asked Drilg. “Terrify your brood, whisk your eldest son
away, and disappear all night? What kind of greeting to your loves
is that?”

“My thoughts never
left you for a moment,” Dager answered, knowing as only old souls
know that flattery is the first line of defense.

“You do have
other children,” chided Drilg.

“And beautiful ones
they are!” my father said. He swept Seti and Karman up to his face
and tried to bounce them playfully, but Karman cringed and hid, and
Seti hissed as if it were an enemy she faced. “Ah, we have a poet
and a warrior in our midst. Too bad their genes were mixed. Seti,
is it? The name of a great king, given to a female. And Karman, may
your name be your destiny and may it be blessed.”

“You scare them,”
Drilg scolded. “They’re frightened half to death of you.”

Dager roared again
with laughter. “But not this one,” he said, passing the soft side
of his wing across my brow. “This one has the white dragon’s soul.
You mark my words.”

Although I hadn’t the
vaguest idea of what he was saying, the rush of a new emotion
charged through me, and I began to puff out my chest and strut
about the nest. Certainly I must have looked ridiculous, because
Dager howled with delight while Drilg admonished me to be mindful
of the virtues of a quality called “humility.”

“Let the dragonette
enjoy the moment,” Dager insisted. “He’ll come to learn to be
humble soon enough.”

“You never did,”
snapped Drilg, scowling at him without the least betrayal of
relenting. It was the first harsh expression I had ever seen cross
her brow. She was, no doubt being censorious, but even in her
censure her voice caroled like a wind chime. Dager, revealing an
aspect of himself that few would ever see, was openly conciliatory.
Pleading with her to forgive his seeming favoritism, he nudged her
beneath her chin and love-bit her on the throat.

“I love them all,” he
let out a licentious growl. “And I love you above all else.”

He was nearly twice
her size. Furling his wings around her, he took her to the morning
sun where they made love for all the world to see.

Subtlety is a
substance lost upon the dragon’s passion. For three days and three
nights they locked in an embrace both violent and tender. For three
days and three nights the mountains shook, boulders split and fell
in avalanche, and the smaller creatures of the rocks below fled
twittering to safer ground. On the morning of the third day, Dager
let out a yell that tore the clouds in half. Drilg fainted. And the
two, still locked in an embrace, floated like leaves to the canyons
below.

Dager didn’t stay long
after that. He passed a few more weeks with us, until the brood
came to know him and to feel the tender power of his caring. He
took Karman under his wing and taught the little poet many songs.
He tried to win the affection of Seti, but she — regarding him from
time to time as if he were some hideous stranger — found cause to
hiss and feint her nasty little combats. It was even then that I,
for one, saw seeds of madness taking root in her.

Suddenly, one autumn
day, the dusk that brought my father to us took him off again. His
warrior instincts, always at a simmer, boiled anew inside him. He
sniffed the air and joked that it carried the scent of Shimbagh
blood.

“The Fallen One has
brought more of his khados from the depths. I can taste them in the
ethers.”

Dager was a noble
warrior in those days, the strongest the bravest of his kind. He
was leader of the dragon generals, respected by all lesser
creatures as a being who was strong and fair, and praised by the
dragon masters as having carried well the standard of the clan. But
this praise from others, this adulation, had always rung hollow to
Drilg. From our earliest moments, she reminded us that heroes have
short lives, but her attempts to remind Dager of that simple truth
were drowned in his rising tide of anticipation to return.

“The Shimbaghs have
grown more powerful,” she said. “The more energy we expend to
overcome them, the more their numbers increase. It’s as if our
violence nourishes them somehow.”

“Nonsense,” Dager
scoffed, making light of her concern. “Each victory we win is more
decisive than the last.”

“But dragons can be
killed, despite what you think.”

“Nothing dies. It
merely changes form.”

“Whenever you’re on
shaky ground, you always wax philosophical.”

Dager, trying to make
light of Drilg’s concern, was meeting only with moderate success,
and I suspected they had undergone this strange ritual of debate
before. On this occasion, however, Dager too turned solemn.

“It’s not the
Shimbaghs who concern me, now. It’s the pygmie who grows to be the
danger. He’s made great progress in some ways, while in others he
grows even more savage than before. In the past, his paltry weapons
were little threat to us, but now he’s found the secret of steel.
He’s always feared us out of all proportion. He continues, beyond
all scope of reason, to be fascinated by our powers. Now that he
has weapons aplenty to do us in and many to instruct him the ways
of using them, I fear our days are numbered. It has been inscribed
that these days would come upon us. Are they here? I wonder.”

Dager erased all
traces of concern from his visage, for our benefit I thought, and
bade us all goodbye. With his searing comet eyes mounted on a
ten-thousand toothed grin, he turned to each of us.

“Soon you’ll go to
Sagro’s canyons and learn the Mastersinger’s skills. So pay strict
attention to your teacher, for he’s the best there is. Except,
perhaps for this one.” With the tip of his plated nose, he nudged
Drilg, and in a moment of silent understanding they caressed.

“Keep an eye out for
the Sorcerer,” Dager said. A rare acknowledgment of vulnerability
for a dragon, I thought, not to mention a dragon in an aerie such
as this. I was soon to learn it was a jest made out of sad
experience.

In an instant, Dager
had set himself in flight and soon became a glimmer on the violet
face of night. In his wake, an entourage of clouds fell in behind,
changing form, filling the air with a star song from the rhythm of
his wings.

Seeing my father leave
after so short a stay filled me with a sense of abandonment. I felt
both love and anger toward him, and knew some injustice had just
been done that I could not define. It was only later I was to learn
that monogamy was not at all the dragon’s way. It was not out of
some savage animal indifference that the males behaved this way;
there were reasons for it. The males were warriors and servers of
magic. The females were educators and bringers of song. Most male
dragons fought in the Shimbagh campaigns or served as secret
counselors to the white magicians of the growing societies of man.
For those reasons and many others, it was the rare male who took
any time at all to tend the young. Dager was a rarity. Drilg made
sure we understood this, just as she made sure we understood the
cause of his obsessions with the Shimbaghs.

Originally, the
marriage of Drilg and Dager had been one of convenience, a union
brought about through a pact between the dragon empires of the East
and West. It had been set forth by the master dragons of those
clans that they would match the noblest male and female of their
kind to unify their houses. Dager X, Tiger Dragon of the Knot, had
been the overwhelming choice for male. Drilg, though not the most
spirited or robust of the Eastern females, was without question the
most evolved soul among them and therefore the perfect match for
Dager’s boundless passion.

The pressures of
tradition brought them together, initially, but in the end it was
their love that made them stay. At first, Dager had been rebellious
toward his forced pairing with this lithe Kunlun princess. He
succumbed to the pressures put upon his house and agreed to mate,
vowing all the while he’d be quickly on his way. Never once did
Drilg try to hold him in place or remind him of his vow to
reproduce his kind. She simply loved him and let his comings and
goings belong to him. She’d adored him instantly, she told us, and
knew the merging of their earth and fire souls had sewn the seeds
of great beings inside her. Dager loved her too, she knew it,
although it was never his way to put such avocations into
words.

Ours was not the first
product of their mating, we came to learn. There had been a brood
before: a male and two females several years earlier had been the
first line of their seed. But when the three had turned little more
than a year they had been slaughtered by an agent of the Fallen
One, a priest of his inner circle.

​Dager, as was his chosen path, had been away on
a campaign. Drilg, who never left her young untended for long, had
stayed away past dark in search of food. Out of the night from
which Drilg had not yet returned, this sorcerer disguised himself
as a rainstorm and fell upon the dragon nest. Reforming on the
cliffs nearby, he brought a firestone from beneath his cloak,
squeezed the blood from it and set the nest ablaze.1

The three dragonettes,
barely out of their birthskins and vulnerable at best, turned
instantly into ashes in the deadly firestone bath. Yet, before this
sorcerer could complete his dirty work, Drilg descended on him with
the fires of vengeance. Knowing he had no power to take her on, the
sorcerer resumed his well-formed deluge and fled into the night.
She gave pursuit and called upon the clouds to swallow his
energies, but he was swift in his fear and escaped by route of the
dark hole through which he had come.

Drilg recognized the
sorcerer who’d slaughtered her brood and later named him to Dager
as RuSiva the Firewind, a principal human lieutenant of the Fallen
One. Dager knew him to be the highest order of Shimbagh and knew
too that once he’d been a man who had let his Godsight fall and had
traded his divine gifts for worldly power.

“This is the disease
that festers in them,” Dager lamented. “They must wear all the
masks.”

Dager hid his agonies
from those around him. Although he grieved, he let his despair fuel
his resolve to drive the Shimbaghs into the Pit for once and
always.

In life-blending
tribute, Dager and Drilg covered themselves in the ashes of their
young and wore those numb, gray coats of sorrow until a healing
spring shower washed them away. Together they vowed this would not
happen again to a dragon brood of theirs. Later, when the wounds of
their remorse had healed, they mated once again, and in three years
came this second brood to which I was born.

​In the healing hands of time, Drilg learned to
bless this enemy who had destroyed her young, to release the power
that hatred of him held over her and let it die upon the wind. What
Drilg had found in her consciousness to do, however, did not meet
its match in Dager’s mind. He remembered all too well that the
murderer of his children had been both a Shimbagh and a man. Since
this Sorcerer, RuSiva, had once been in a high order among men,
Dager saw this as a sign that this pernicious hybrid might cease to
be a hideous affectation and might instead become the rule. He
tried to warn the other creatures of the Mystic Clans but was
admonished by the elders of each and told that all his premonitions
were premature.2

“Patience!” the elders
counselled him. “All will be fulfilled in time.” He had been
seduced by their admonitions before, he felt, but would be no
longer. Soon, he became even more obsessed than ever with
destroying the Shimbaghs before they could complete their
infestation of this planetary body. Drilg recalled this time with
heavy breath. “It’s not the dragon’s way to seek revenge,” she
sighed. “In its own time, the universe takes care of whatever
justice needs to be dispensed. It’s just that dragons such as Dager
are inclined to rush the process. It is his nature to be this way.
Do not make it yours.”

In the months to come
in the nest of Drilg, in the years to follow in the MasterSinger’s
school, I was to learn of many things: the ways of survival, the
secrets of the dragon’s power, the many tongues of mother earth,
and flight. Yet of all the lessons I would embrace through their
poignant, kind didactic, the first — by far for me — would be the
hardest.

 


 



Canto 2

​ _______________

Magpie

When the Magpie sings

Too pretty a song

Beware!

Take care!

BEFORE THE SEASONS CHANGED in full, we
outgrew the nest of Drilg. We three — clumsy, molting, and anxious
for the gift of flight — grew disquiet in our aerie, a restlessness
of spirit born of growing bodies and spreading wings. The autumn
air nipped at us reproachfully to chide us for such notions and to
remind us that soon another cold, mean season would be upon us.
Soon we’d be taken underground and warmed in a dark moist cave by
our mother’s loving flames. But confinement would no longer be to
my liking, I vowed, not since I’d begun to feel this passion for
discovery rising in my chest.

Of course, our little
dragon triad was still a forming lot. We grew in our waxy yellow
skins and shortly began to fancy ourselves the noblest of
creatures, a notion not the least diminished by Drilg who washed us
daily with fresh waters from an opaline lake below, fed us blue
melons left by the Kohmm, and told us of the many havens of planet
Earth.

“Later, when the days
grow long, and you’ve matured a bit, I’ll take you to my homeland
in the East where the days are kissed by the sun the whole year
‘round, where creatures live as one, and antagonism is a distant
stranger.”

“Why are we not there,
now?” I asked, a sensible query, I thought, but one she did not
answer.

As the weather cooled,
we held the dream of spring inside us and, nurtured by the harvest
of the land, we grew. I was over half again my birth size: a
rippling eighteen feet or so and larger than my siblings. Seti,
estranged to me for reasons I would never understand, glared in ire
at my prodigious length.

“So, you’re bigger by
a yard or two. So what?!” She snarled. “It’s what’s inside that
counts. And that we’ve yet to see.”

Drilg scolded her for
her envy. “It’s a disease that eats the soul, and not worthy of a
dragon princess such as you.”

Seti listened but
didn’t hear. Somewhere inside her another voice spoke, another
master for whom she played a more willing disciple.

In a few days, Drilg
told us she would have to leave us for a time. And though she felt
we were well-developed enough to go it on our own a day or two,
conscience and the pangs of her past calamity prompted a new set of
rules.

“Engage no visitors in
conversation,” she warned us. “No creature of the earth below dares
cross the dragon’s bounds. Those who arrive unheralded are enemies
or fools. In either case, they can do you no good.”

The three of us
promised obedience, of course, and — of course — lost sight of our
promise. The world below was a thing to be touched, a thing to be
tasted, relished and enjoyed. Warnings have little impact when
sensation hovers near. And “sensation” was the only thing in view.
We tried. We remained steadfastly in the nest a day or two, and
then curiosity overcame us, sending us scrambling about the
cloud-strewn cliffs looking to see what we could see.

I told Karman and Seti
of the many wonders I’d beheld, riding that night on Dager’s back.
My stories made them long to savor such sensations for themselves.
But we were up to such a height and fixed in such a place that the
clouds which passed below obscured our view.

Seti was intemperate.
She popped her wings like whips at the sky, as if doing such things
could chase the clouds away. “There’s such a thing as being too
elite, too far above it all. If we head for lower ground we’ll see
much more.”

“We have to stay in
sight of home,” I cautioned. “If we lose that point of reference,
we’re in hard luck.”

“Mark the way!” she
barked, a sensible suggestion I had to admit.

So, mark the way we
did, with pyramids and rocks to notch each turn along the path, an
avenue that suddenly widened as we ambled toward a tree line set a
few pheasant flights farther below. Valleys visible beneath the
cliffs gave signs of teeming life, movements of creatures other
than ourselves. Diminutive beings we’d been told, though we’d seen
precious few ‘til now — cattle grazing, geese in gaggles flocks and
flurries, mountain-climbing sheep now came into place as little
more than miniatures in eyeshot. Unable yet to gauge proportion, we
could only imagine how these tiny docile creatures looked up close.
Would they be larger than we, we wondered, or little more than
ticks upon our wings?

“Larger than you
think,” came the certain answer. “But not so great as the mighty
dragon. None so great as that. Not in this world, anyway.” The
creature who spoke read our innermost thoughts. That was enough to
impress anyone and certainly startled us. Seti hissed and flared
her wings. Karman darted behind a boulder. I turned quickly toward
the sound to see, on a rock bound branch above us, a bird pecking
on the bark. He was a gaily painted creature, well-groomed, sleek
and natty to his toes — wings of onyx, chest of snow, ebony crested
head that nodded with a sense of wit at everything he saw, dotted
by a piercing set of cogent black-pearl eyes able to peer into
worlds beyond our own. He said he was a magpie; his word was good
enough. (He was the first I had ever seen and the last I would ever
care to.)

“Out for an evening
stroll?” he warbled.

“Sort of,” I replied,
without thinking. I realized to my chagrin I was disobeying Drilg’s
first caveat. But we were so far from the nest, I reasoned, this
creature had not sought us out. After a fashion, it was we who’d
come looking for him.

“Don’t trust him,”
Seti sensed at once. “He’s far too familiar with us.”

“Not wise at all for
the dragon young to be strolling about like this,” the magpie
countered. “The dragon’s hide brings quite a prize for humans who
hunt their fortunes.”

“Good advice,” young
Karman whispered. “We’ve come a bit too far. And darkness is no
friend of ours. Let’s turn back while the sky is light and we can
still find our way.”

I read my brother’s
canny instincts to be a dose of fear and had quickly come to
disregard my sister’s fulminations. After all, I was the eldest
here, more mature than my siblings by at least what seemed an
epoch. Without question I was the wisest, (or so my father had
said); so I had to hold my own counsel in this quest. One shouldn’t
negotiate the world in fear, I calmly reasoned. After all, this
charming fellow had no stock in store with us. He stood his branch,
did a dance and preened his feathers smartly. We were articles of
passing interest for him; nothing more.

“Of course, I
shouldn’t concern myself,” he cawed. “You dragon young can fly, I’m
sure. In fact on an evening clear as this, it comes as some
surprise to me that you’re not already out threading the clouds
together.”

I fell silent to weigh
those words, but Karman took the query, feeling free to answer in
my place. “Oh, we can’t fly just yet,” he said. “We won’t do for
some time. Sometimes I think we’ll never fly at all.”

“You don’t say?”
puzzled the magpie, flapping. “This is the first I’ve heard of
that. It’s always been my understanding that a dragon beyond the
age of two can fly circles around any other creature in the sky.
And you must be at least, why…three, anyway.”

“About that,” I
answered assertively, but cautiously this time. Karman started to
speak again but I felt the sudden need to silence him with a
passing of my wing. He caught the gesture and kept his place. If we
were meant to fly by now, I was certain we would have been the
first to know.

“Well then, sure you
can do a few darting dives, ins and outs, barrel rolls…things like
that,” he trilled, tucking a tail feather into place. “Standard
fare for a dragonette of three. Or so I’m told.”

“Lies! He lies!”
snarled Seti, beneath her acrid breath. Yet I could feel her supple
mind-sands shifting. What if the bird were singing true? her
squinting eyes did query. “Or does he?” she added, in voice,
forgetting that even the dragon’s whisper is a trumpet for lesser
creatures of this world. My dear sibling’s paranoia knew no bounds,
it seemed. She even mistrusted her mother’s motives and might well
have been swiftly moved to any other convenient alliance.

“Of course, we fly,” I
answered. “But perhaps not as well as you might think. We’re still
young and have much to learn. But we get around well enough.”

Bluffs did not prevail
against so wise a bird as this. The magpie took my best and yawned,
his inner mouth a bloody red. “Well…I’m only repeating the things
I’ve heard…and seen upon occasion. But as you say — and I take your
word — your skills are good enough.”

He paused. Pauses are
holes where plots are hatched, I once heard someone say. We’d taken
ourselves up to this ridge but still had yet to learn how to define
the fine art of elusion.

“If you’d like to
sharpen your talents a bit, I could show you a trick or two. A dip,
a dive, an arabesque, whatever you’d like to do. Just hop up to
cliff side, set out your wings, and whisk through the canyons
below. Just so you three can warm up a bit. Work out the kinks,
don’t you know.”

Glancing around for a
safe plateau from which to test our mettle, I noted a flat place
just above our slope. Try and fail there and no injury would befall
us; little more, that is, than the pains of embarrassment.

“Well, we’ll just fly
up to that flat place, there. Looks good enough to me.”

At that, the magpie
sized me up and down. His air was more direct with me, though charm
still oozed from his every feather.

“Hardly think so. But,
as you well know, the dragon young can’t just flap into flight over
so short a distance. He’s a lot like a condor, the carrion kind.
Only large winds can lift him.” Then he closed one eye, cocked his
head, and looked at me askance. “But surely you can brave the wind.
The wind’s a friend to us all. You’re large of frame and light of
bone. You’re sure to sail rather than fall.” His voice in
pentameter, humming hypnotically, drew us unwittingly out to the
cliffs. An energy droning with a force and a pull we could neither
resist nor diminish.

Knowing from a higher
mind the folly of trying untried skills, the three of us grew
suddenly bold and ready for a ride. Heady with the glory we could
sniff upon the air, drugged by the sudden sense of our unlimited
potential, we followed along to danger’s edge, ready — at the
magpie’s signal — to lift our wings in flight. All at once we were
willing disciples to this strangely compelling bird whose idle
cawing had become a bell tone, calling his faithful to the sweet
suicide of the canyons below.

Somewhere on this road
to ruin, a hook of logic caught me. Stopping short at the very
edge, I hiked my wing to hold my siblings away. But by now they
were both hell-bent upon making their dive. Brushing by and over
the top, they’d already taken the plunge. Not daring to look, I
reconciled myself to the simple realization that there was nothing
I could do for them except do my best to survive.

“I think I’ll pass,
this time,” I said, but the magpie called me on, chanting his chant
and flapping his wings with an updraft that sucked small bushes
from their roots. “We’ve been instructed not to practice without
our elders to help us. And I think it’s good advice…” I said, or
tried to say, when several dust devils swirled up their grit to
coax me on my way.

Determined to make my
stand, I drew back my chest and dug in my hind-talons, but this
force of sound was more than mesmerizing. It had become a physical
presence, a living energy field that swept me off the cliff side
and into the waiting canyon’s mouth.

To my everlasting
surprise, I flew. The wind, like a long lost friend, filled my
flanged wings and held me in perfect balance. I soared. I swept. I
swooped. I sailed. Flaring out in ever widening circles, gaining
confidence with each passing of the spiral, trailing downward with
ever-increasing ease, I followed the course made by my siblings,
gaining on them all the while and feeling my own speed thunder
against the cliffs. My head was light with a sudden rush of
fantasies fulfilled. I was giddy with elation. We’d not been
betrayed but had been brought to this moment by this elegant
stranger, this feathered angel unaware.

While we glided, the
magpie darted above and below us, shouting with joy at our newfound
skills as if they were his own.

“Isn’t this grand?!”
he crowed, with delight. “What a miracle, this dragon flight! A
christening to behold! I know what you thought, but now you know.
My word’s as good as gold!”

There was no arguing
that anymore than it could be argued that this, our first
adventure, was turning out to be a banquet for the senses.

To give substance to
my budding trust, the magpie came alongside me and motioned toward
some mountain shoulders which opened in a kind of yawn. In their
midst there sat a crater of glistening glowing rocks, a crimson red
far brighter than any I’d seen before; and yet no heat came from
it. The day grew cold as we moved toward those shoulders, chilling
and foreboding in a way, but bright and beautiful and clear. And
crested in its midst — a clear red, crystal crater lake.

“A lake of brimbrod
shards!” cackled the magpie, in proud announcement to the
world.

I didn’t know to be
impressed. I was told this was a rare find, a treasure and a feast
shown only a privileged few. All I knew when I came to land was
that its energies were mixed: a lacerating cold, jagged bed of
rocks from which seeped a steaming carmine smoke in mutable hues of
what I’d suspected to be a tainted promise of paradise.

We landed successively
— one, two, three — but exchanged no glances. The compulsion we
felt for this crater of shards drained our will to resist. In just
the proper passage of time, the magpie came to light, choosing that
moment to hop atop a crest of crystals.

“If you think they’re
a feast for the eyes,” he said, “just wait until you sample them.
Go ahead, enjoy,” he coaxed us, passing his wing before them in
invitation. “Most dragons go through a millennium without partaking
of such delicacies as these. But for you my little royal
dragonettes, nothing but the best. Savor the brimbrods! Know your
fire! Realize an ecstasy that few will ever share!

“It’s a feast finer
than the sweet blue melons of the Thral or the cloud cakes of the
Eastern skies! Partake, my little dragonettes! Enjoy!”

By instinct I was
brought to stop and weigh our progress to this point. This offer
seemed to come without condition. But what sort of price would we
have to pay? My gut asked a question my mind could not answer. And
yet, I held my tongue.

Had I counseled my
peers to weigh the ease of all this, I would have been opposed in
any case. My brother, having been imbued with powers he’d never
known before, was too totally enthralled to pay heed to any
counsel. Seti was already fulminating at our absent mother for
having held our rites of flight so long in check.

“They hide our own
potentials from us!” she hissed. “Why?! By what authority are we
denied the right to decide for ourselves?!”

Following the magpie’s
careful instructions about how to partake of these morsels, both
were digging in with obvious relish, using their foretalons to
break the crystal shards off and popping the steaming scarlet into
their mouths. The taste must have enchanted them, because they lost
control, hurling themselves into a feeding frenzy that almost sent
me reeling. They stuffed their mouths with shards, pounding their
tails upon the ground to drum their pleasure to the world.

Watching them gorge in
such a way moved me even further toward caution’s side: I merely
nibbled and, even in supping lightly, noticed the almost
narcotizing effect these brimbrod shards were starting to have on
me. Even so I chewed them slowly, spat out what I could and hoped
no one was monitoring too closely. Someone was, of course, for
nothing that we did escaped the magpie’s notice.

“Cautious little
dragon, aren’t we. T’would make his mummy proud,” he sniped, then
caught himself in mid-rebuke. “Don’t get me wrong, young sky-lord.
I’ve nothing but respect for anyone who knows his mind, especially
someone of your young years…Still, you can’t blame your siblings
for their passionate fancies. These are tasty morsels, you’ll
admit.”

“No question,” I
conceded. I accepted an offering he made to me, one he’d plucked
clean with his beak. Ostensibly, it was too large for him to lift,
but he passed his wing over it as if to offer consecration.

“Now, there’s a
winner,” he said. And I had to admit, this shard, gleaming before
my eyes like the mother of all rubies, did seduce my appetite. Had
I discovered it on my own, I’d probably have eaten it anyway; it
was that enticing. At the magpie’s insistence, I tore it from the
crystal floor and took a bite.

“Ah, life, what
delicious mysteries await us on thy path,” the magpie cooed,
pleased to see that I too had succumbed to this orgy of eating.
Seemingly satisfied that I had become more “sociable” as he put it,
this jayebird turned his attentions back to my kin who were now so
caught up in the moment they were doing thumping jigs while they
ate.

I too found the gaiety
contagious and, like the others, began to thump my tail and pound
my talons on the ground. But something stopped me. For reasons I
could not for years explain, the slivers inside my mouth began to
burn. They seared the linings of my guts with such a force I had to
spew them out. I turned my head and — like a geyser — blew the
brods into the air, a fiery flow that seemed to bake the mountain
shoulders that flanked us.

Karman and Seti didn’t
notice. The magpie had engaged them in a frenzied dance that stole
their will and shook the floor beneath. They were high and merry,
and for a dash I envied them that sense of abandon that seemed to
be so much a part of their elation and part of my pain. All the
more reason I hated to rob the moment of its joy, but rob it I
would and rob it I did.

“We have to go,” I
said. My words struck the air like a reprimand. The others stopped
for a moment, regarded me, then continued with their eating and
dancing. “Soon it will be night,” I added. “Then it’ll be too dark
to see. And we’re farther from home than you might think.”

“Bullocks!” barked
Seti. “I’m tired of conforming to someone else’s rules. We’ll set a
course when we’re good and ready, and not a moment sooner. The
skies are ours now — day or night! We’re dragons in the full, and
no antiquated prohibitions can deny us our birthright and what
we’re meant to be!”

“No, your brother’s
right,” the magpie corrected, marking the path of the setting sun.
“Soon it will be too dark to find our way. Finish your snacking and
then be off. There’ll be another time. I’ll do what I can to guide
you back. It shouldn’t take long at that.”

He was not an easy
read, this curious black and white bird. At every turn, he sidled
up to my suspicions and embraced them, putting them to rest. How
nonchalant he was; how reassuring! After all, he’d done nothing to
harm us. In fact, he’d made our safety his principal concern.

I sensed in him the
making of a friend, one whose amity might soon be tested, for now I
wasn’t altogether sure we’d be able to get back home. Even what
little of the brimbrods I had eaten, now seemed to set an anchor
inside me, one with a density a dozen dragons could not have
lifted. What’s more, I was growing giddy and could not help but
notice that my siblings — in movements far less dexterous than my
own — were weaving about like any drunkards at a bar. And when they
tried to launch into flight, they stayed pinned to the ground,
flapping and fluttering like hatchlings.

“My, my, my,” the
magpie squawked, a portrait of concern. “Oh dear, oh dear, oh
dear!” With an involuntary shudder, he ruffled his feathers — black
and white — then preened them back in place. “Well, this sort of
thing does happen from time to time. Get a little too much
of the brimbrod in you and you just can’t get off ground. I’ve even
seen it happen in adult dragons too from time to time…from time to
time.”

“You have?” Karman
strained to ask. He now maintained his words and his balance with
the same degree of difficulty.

“Oh, indeed. Indeed!”
the magpie insisted, looking around him warily as if to study the
terrain. “Looks as though you’ll have to spend the night. But not
to worry. You’re still upon high ground. Well above the reach of
lower creatures. Besides, I’m the cause of your over-indulgence, so
let me make amends. I’ll circle above your little roost and warn
you of any danger.”

Before he could say
another word, my sister had snatched him up in her foretalon and
had brought him beak to snout.

“You’d better be
telling the truth, little jayebird! Or we’ll make a snack of you!”
she said, laying to rest the notion that diplomacy would be her
forte.

“Oh, rest assured,
sweet Dragon Princess, your life is as my own! And I hold mine
quite dearly, I can tell you.” Quite composed, despite the peril,
the magpie softened my sister’s spite at least to the degree that
she did not have him for dessert. Snorting her inebriate contempt,
she tossed him with such velocity only his desperate flapping could
brake his crash against a tree. Resilient if nothing else, the
magpie kept his humor. He righted himself, brushed off his feathers
and, in a show of good faith, guided us to a place on higher
ground. Considering our bumbling state of mind, we made good time
and arrived at last, breathless and looking down at a broad flat
plain of earth.

Quite accessible, I
thought, for anyone with less than pure intentions. But the magpie
seemed intense in his desire to help.

“You’ll be safe from
visitation, here,” the magpie said, himself a little breathless.
“And I will be your sentry for the night. After all, it’s the least
I can do. I got you into this mess.” He was contrite and, I must
say, more than a little kind. He fretted over us at length and
reassured us that “everything will be all right,” before he flew
away.

I watched him depart,
circling as he promised, as if to keep an eye out for intruders,
gliding higher in ever widening circles, his black wings spread,
his white breast iridescent like a beacon in the sea of night. I
couldn’t help but be struck by his sudden, shifting pattern of
flight. More than a simple barnyard thief, clever and adroit, this
jayebird took on the aspect of a hawk, a bird of prey whose
proportions seemed to swell as he rose higher, gliding with the
sinister grace of wizardry in his wings.

I for one hadn’t tried
my wings to fly home. Since my brother and sister had not managed
to get themselves airborne I thought I’d spare us further chagrin
and pick another time. For now, I couldn’t leave alone, although
I’d wish I had. Now, dizzied by the myriad sensations this day had
fed me, I too grew heavy headed and began to doze. Above us in the
sky, the magpie continued his hypnotic vigil, soaring around in
ever broadening arcs. For a moment, I could have sworn I even saw a
wake of red light stream out from behind him like the tail of a
kite. But I was no longer seeing with my own eyes. Instead, another
force directed my vision down that solitary path that led to
sleep.

From tormented dreams
too filled with demons to belong to an innocent youth, I awoke with
a start to find the night covered by a canopy of stars. The magpie
had quit his airborne vigil and was now nowhere to be seen; I’d
quite expected that. No one, not even the mighty dragon, can hope
to fly forever. So, I surmised, the bird had probably sought to
perch on a nearby cliff. Yet, when I called out to him, I got no
answer for my trouble save the darting retreat of a wolf on the
rocks below.

As a rule, there is a
celestial harmony about this time of night. But from everything
that I could see the rules had been abandoned. Just below us in the
Lake of Shards, its garnet crystals glistened red like teeth laid
bare in the maw of a wounded god.

There was no magpie.
But above us I could see that, though this bird had flown, he had
indeed left a trail of light, a swirling coil of scarlet that
signalled our haven in the rocks for all the world to see.

I wondered if Drilg
would see such a light, if she’d returned to find us gone. What
agonies would it have put her through, thinking she had lost
another set of offspring? Would she have been able to find us even
if she looked? Certainly she’d be able to see this cone of light
pointing the way to us, I reasoned, but then I reasoned too: so
could anyone else.

​It was in that dash of sobering logic that I was
suddenly seized by a sense of urgency. I rushed to where my brother
and sister lay and tried to wake them — a study in bathos, I might
have known since Seti only hissed and returned to her narcotized
slumber and rancorous dreams, and Karman lay quite catatonic (only
his snoring like an off-key oboe put my mind at ease). I bellowed
at them to awaken, batted them with my foretalons, and even lashed
at them with my tail.3 I was desperate and would have tried
anything short of immolation, but my kinsmen lay there and would
not, by any force at my disposal, be moved.

To accommodate my
premonitions, I sought a place on higher ground. If we’d lost our
magpie sentry then, I reasoned, I’d be the watchtower for our
brood. Drilg would have no more chicks to mourn, I vowed. This was
something I would see to personally. Staying posted for the rest of
the night, I cocked my head, watched and listened for every noise,
for every flicker of movement foreign to this place. Nothing would
catch me by surprise, I swore. But when I saw the violet dawn that
marked the plain below, I realized it was not just any slip in
decorum of which I should be wary. From all that I could hear and
see the danger, when it came, would come in spades.

Karman was still in a
torpor, and Seti, though she stirred, would respond to nothing, not
even the hurling of rocks upon her body.

While I waited for
them to come to their senses, I thought to test my wings, to fly
around a bit. The morning would be still and, in that stillness, no
one would witness my folly if I fell. But before I could summon the
attitude to see it through I looked on the broad apron of land
below and saw the sun open on the day like an oven door and unleash
a fury on this place. Out of that furnace of light came a creature,
a whorl of dust and limbs with single purpose toward making its way
to this lake. This creature was made of men, the first of their
kind I’d ever seen. Their chariots glistened. Their wheels were
scythes, slashing all life that blocked their way, their horses
lathered and bleeding from the bits that laced their mouths — these
men came scrambling toward us with a desperation born of fear. Men
with grapples, hooks and spears, in armor from head to toe — three
hundred by the slightest count — were thundering toward this maw of
scarlet with a lust for the dragon’s heart.

This was the pygmie I
had heard of, a furtive uncertain species whose morals our elders
held in question. By himself, he might have been a mite of a thing
and little for the dragon to fear, but in his mass he was a madding
carnivorous beast, knotted together by malicious cause yet without
a head to sever or a heart to spear and kill. The beast in his
collective form was Army. If well directed, as this one was,
it knew no equal on the Earth. And this one had directed itself
straight for this throat of shards.

Though it was still a
league away, seeing this ravening beast moved me to awaken my
brethren at any cost. At no loss to make my presence known, I
hurled missile after missile — rocks, shrubs, trees, anything I
could uproot and toss — at Seti and at Karman. In fact, I threw so
much I might have injured a lesser creature and might have even put
a hickey or two on their still forming dragon hides. But better an
irritation than certain mayhem, I reasoned (and I reasoned well),
for the hydra-headed monster was making its advance with a speed
that I had underestimated.

Hurling everything I
could grab from rocks to tiny trees, I finally managed to wake my
sister and direct her attention to the advent of her demolition.
Still groggy, she lifted her head just in time to see this welter
of frothing creatures vying with one another to make their way
toward her.

Why I didn’t fly to
her aid that moment, I’ll never entirely know. But if I dare to be
truthful (and in the end we must all dare the truth), it was fear
that morning which froze me in my place. Hidden from the sight of
this rabid mass of armor, horse, and steel, I prayed that I’d not
be brought to its attention. My sister, I thought would rise and
flee, that she’d seize my sleeping brother by his scruff and take
flight just in the nick of time. But retreat was not a corner cut
in this one’s orb. She was a warrior to her core and, like a
warrior, held her ground and fought. By instinct of bloodlust she
stood astride her brother, caught a wave of lance and arrow and
flattened a score of screaming warriors. These madmen fulminating
fear fell back and then attacked again, a mistake to try upon this
dragon princess.

Though she stood no
more than six meters tip to tail Seti welcomed the second wave.
With swiping motions both deft and deadly, she caught a pair of
attackers squarely with her foretalons and snapped their backs like
poppies. It was an act so fraught with force it sent the rest
withdrawing for a time to reappraise their resolve.

“This wasn’t what the
master told us!” I heard more than one voice cry. “They’d all be
sleeping, he said.”

“And there’d be
three,” another shouted. “The third is not among them. And if it’s
left to warn its elders, we’re all toast in the dragon’s mouth
before this day is done!”

“Silence!” roared a
voice above the others. It was a bold if not endearing tone, one
that came from a creature used to leading others of his kind.

​From this hurly burly came a man. He was larger
than the rest, a bearded man the soldiers called “Captain” who
carried a trident tipped in silver that he twirled about with ease.
“Dragons or not,” he reminded the others, “these are yearlings and
far too young to fear.” Courageous words, yet I couldn’t help
notice he approached my sister with respect. Circling her warily,
he cast before him a net of such immensity it could have snared the
giant Naanworm that dwelled beneath the Sea of India.4

Back and forth, he
popped this net, bringing its silvery threads to glisten in the
morning sun, whirling until it fused to form the shining face of a
giant mirror that shot the daylight into my sister’s eyes. Seti was
blinded for a time. Had she been a more seasoned warrior, she would
have known to avert her gaze or to turn her back on this pervader.
The dragon’s tail is a terrible tool, so she might have picked his
bones, but my sister was still in her forming skin; all her weapons
were not intact. She could only rely on her instincts, and rely on
them she did.

Charging toward her
adversaries she worked a furious front to make her seem the most
fearsome of dragon warriors. Such masks no matter how well worn
paled before an army such as this. This Gorgon lurching at my
sister had too many heads, too many hands, too many weapons for one
so young to hope to penetrate. Seti did the best she could, but she
lacked a sense of tactics.

The soldiers at the
heart of the phalanx braced themselves. They made no attempt to
run, but panic was a signature etched upon their faces. Many took
cover behind their shields, many behind their horses.

The Captain was
entirely another kind of creature. This dragon fighter had faced
the worst. By comparison, my sister was small game. Taking her
measure and finding her inexperience to his liking, he stood his
ground and waited for her youthful zeal to bring her into his
snare.

Indignant at the
arrogance of this fraction of a being, Seti roared, broke blindly
at him and clearly missed her mark. Sidestepping her assault the
Captain thrust his trident, catching her with a blow that bit her
squarely in the flank. Wounded, blindly thrashing with tooth and
tail and talon, she released a scream so shrill it split the
shields of a nearby column of soldiers. The warriors, even the
Captain himself, crouched and held their ears, for the roar of a
dragon, even a young one, could cause their ears to burst.

However gravely
injured, Seti made a show of it, flailed and fought and tried to
fly away, but her struggles soon made it apparent she could not.
Bleeding from the trident still imbedded in her side, weakened and
confused, she flapped her wings like a fledgling dropped from the
nest. Bearing witness to this circumfusion of flailing dragonkind
brought the soldiers once more to their feet. Led by their Captain,
they began to converge on my sister, sword, spear and arrow at the
ready. But Seti was a dragon. She gave as good as she got. She
clutched her brother with one talon and fended them off with the
other, whipping her tail like a reaper against the troupe. With a
strength surpassing all limitation she tried to take to the sky,
but she was vitiated now and fell back down to earth.

So that was this
magpie’s legacy to the dragon young — that we could fly down but
not back up, that we’d been taught only half the trick — to glide
but not to climb, part of our powers but certainly not the whole.
Half-learned lessons are fatal fare, and we’d been led by that
sweet piper to this sour deception all according to plan. Whoever
that misbegotten bird was, he had our curses in his ears, and
Seti’s would always fall upon his soul.

Heartened by my
sister’s loss of force, the warriors re-encircled her, jeering now
and then with uneasy courage. Taunting, they jabbed at her with
sword and spear while on a ledge behind them three rows of archers
loaded silver-tipped arrows into their bows, straining them string
and sinew to the max. Before they took their prize, however, the
Captain held them at bay.

“Give the vanquished
their rightful due,” he commanded. “There is a ritual to all this.
And we must be mindful of it.” In an unexpected show of reverence,
he doffed his helmet, and bowed in the direction of my kinsmen.
Uttering some mantra or other, he shouted out the word,
“Atohh!” and from the throng emerged a manacled old man who
handed the warrior a blazing heat-fired sword. Taking the weapon in
hand (a “holy” one, I reckoned) the Captain carved a cross into the
air.

Somehow, there was
truly magic in this, for its fiery lines seared in a way that cut
even through the strident light of day. Again the Captain chanted,
carving a kind of cross.

“Atoh!” his
voice broke into the hot light. The song that rang from it was
almost sweet, and had it not been the prelude to an act of
butchery, one easily might have taken it for a prayer.

This ritual might have
persuaded a creature more supplicant and refined to be accepting of
her fate; not Seti. Spurred to combat, she called upon a harsher
more sinister force, vomiting forth a fusillade of angry fang and
fire. From whatever Power it came, it sent the Captain tumbling and
scattered his soldiers to the rear, some of them burned from her
flames that cut through their armor and tore into their skin. Only
the archers held their steady vigil and awaited the command.

Regaining his feet,
the Captain shook his head.

“There’s more to this
one that meets the eye,” he muttered, then turned his attentions to
his rows of bowmen, ready for a strike.

Who can ever say where
courage finds its wings? Filled with a rage at many things — at my
sibling’s mortification, at the magpie’s well laid trap, at my own
vacillation — I set myself in motion. I was high enough to swoop,
that much I knew. Getting down would be a snap. The rest, I
calculated would have to come from a higher source, one higher than
my own. The dragon’s rage, the dragon’s fire, the dragon’s blinding
light, an angel of retribution, waited to answer my commands
if I could summon the words — the Word, the elusive, magic
mantra. I asked. I prayed for it all in a flickering instant (for
time was not on my side). Let it come through me, I prayed, and in
that moment all that could pass upon my trembling lips were those
of the Captain’s strangely righteous prayer, this holy ritual whose
crown word he had shouted to the sky — that would be my word now,
and I used it to the fullest of my power.

“Atohhh!”

The cry I set loose
didn’t come from my mouth but surged through me instead like a
thunderclap that shattered the day and brought it darkly down upon
the army rimming the crystal pit. In their clamor and confusion,
these soldiers could not tell what mountainous apparition had beset
them. But it had caught their fears enough to set them into flight;
all but the intrepid and their leader.

The Captain stayed;
the archers too. Steadfast in their duties, they poised to launch
their arrows straight at my throat. Yet there was a pause before
the Captain dropped his hand, a still-caught moment while he gauged
the wind which swirled around them. That was the instant for me to
strike. This gale-force ally, this surging Kamikaze hurled me from
my shelf and set me down upon them like a torrent. I arched my
wings, spitting my fire, as certain as could be that I was a mystic
beast three times my size.

My arrival didn’t go
unnoticed. In the instant I had come upon them, these bowmen had
turned, pulling taught their shafts to burn on me. But it was just
a tad too late. By then I’d made my play. Driven by warrior
instincts seeded deep inside my cells, I swept them aside like
reeds beneath a storm. Before retreating, out of reflex, some of
the bowmen fired. Their arrows left their strings and pierced my
wings. But these were merely pinpricks for the warrior I’d become.
Scathing them with mordant fire I didn’t know I had, I set some
into living torches and others in pursuit to the flames that I,
Dragon had set. As I made my second pass, even the Captain gave me
ground. His honor guard, it seemed, had lost control.

Even then I had to
admit this titillated me. Some sinister sense of pleasure rose from
embers in my loins and made me all the thirstier for more. And well
I would have stayed to indulge that darker notion had I not been
pressed by another hidden counsel. Some inner voices warned me that
I’d surely not survive it, that I would fail and my mission would
die in the trying.

As it was, I had just
enough time to rescue my brother and sister before the Captain and
his soldiers could regroup. I reasoned my third and final pass
would have to be a short one, or else I’d be a target too ripe to
miss. I worked my way to the side of my sister, grabbed her by the
scruff behind her neck and tried to lift her. Yet, despite this
heaven-sent surge of power running through me, it was all I could
do to get her airborne. Her thrashing about and cursing did little
to sweeten the moment. I was doing my damnedest to get us to safer
ground, but rather than help in this, she saw this as a fitting
time to vent her spleen on me.

“A little late, you
craven coward!” she spat, spewing blood from her tongue. “Bastard
offspring of Shimbagh lust!”

I thought her rebuff
ill-timed at best. While she poured ire from every pore, she also
writhed and twisted, causing our flight from harm to take some
unusual patterns that proved to be a blessing in disguise. The
spears and arrows headed our way either missed their marks or dealt
us such glancing blows even my underdeveloped armor could protect
me. Lifting us finally out of range and taking roost on the cliffs,
I tried with little luck to tend Seti’s wounds.

She ordered me never
to touch her again, then for a little while slashed at specters and
cursed in tongues I’d never heard before. With her tail she seized
the trident still sticking in her flank, tore it out and dashed it
into bits on the rocks below. The fishhook flanges from its tips
had ripped chunks from her hide and would have caused a lesser
being to cry out from reflex if nothing else, but Seti bore it
without so much as a whimper. Courage born of rage prompts
admiration (not from me). Seti’s fits for now would have to belong
to her alone. I had to focus my attentions on my third and final
pass, the one to take me down to save my brother.

Reviving from his
stupor, Karman knew from moment one that all hell had broken loose.
He tried to bring himself to his feet at least to flee his captors,
but he was too feeble to undertake even that simple task. He rose
and stumbled back to earth, an act that cost him his resolve and
heartened those about to do him in.

Those minions might
have finished him then had I not risen again from the rocks and let
out another deafening roar (something louder than a sparrow, but
far from the voice of God. Anyway, it did the job at the time).
Whatever it was the show still worked — my beating of my breast, my
flashing flaming tongue made them pause just long enough to
redirect their aim. This would be no easy raid; I wasn’t about to
surprise them. Already they had enough weapons cocked to make a
steak of me.

Staring into the teeth
of this, gave me second thoughts. But whatever fate awaited me
below would seem easy game compared to the challenges about to
come. Just as I’d mustered the courage to assault a convoluting
energy — a blinding orb of light — whirled into their midst and
came to rest. It was enough to set them back, and this force of
hardened soldiers gave this astral entity the widest possible
berth. Any hopes I might have had of having found an ally were
instantly dashed (and never raised again). Once it ceased its
iridescence, this orb formed into a man unlike any other I had
seen. This one was even more imposing than the Captain — a
priest/high-priest, a shattering power before whom others knelt, a
wizard dressed in raiments ribbed in black and white. A black
skullcap pointed at its furl adorned his down curled brow where
eyes as cold as lapis could work their will. Covering his angular
face jointed by a deeply cleft chin, there was a black jackdaw of a
beard streaked with a white shock-line; the kind that hides a scar,
some mark of Cain to bar him from redemption.

When he raised his
arms to rebuke his troupe, his robe unfurled from his soul black
and flowing, baring his snow-white chest where some arcane
medallion seemed to hypnotize the sun. Yet as he spoke, his meanest
words danced through the air like a song. It was then I recognized
that it was the Magpie!

This was the engaging
little jaye, the betrayer who’d led us to this calamity! How
smoothly he had set us for sacrifice! How roughly now he’d pay! If
I had my way (and I swore I would) he’d rue the day he’d done
this.

Abandoning caution or
strategies that might have served me well, I fired myself at this
muezzin of the Pit. Launching from my perch I heard my beating
wings cry out like the song of a spear as I streaked toward my holy
mission — my rendezvous to slay this evil thing.

It was an ill-timed
gesture.

Despite the swiftness
of my swoop, I took too long to get from A to B. The High Priest
now stood placidly, a silvery mace in his hand, waited until I was
close then hurled it with unerring force straight to the bone of my
heart. The thunderous power with which it struck seared into my
sternum, making it feel as though it had split in half. Stunned, I
rolled and tumbled almost crashing below into the warriors waiting
to snare me. But just before I did, some inner song carried me
swiftly beyond the point of peril. Wounded to my heart, I
nonetheless banked and swept toward the sky managing somehow to get
back to the roost from which I’d dived.

Seti awaited my
return, not angrily as I might have expected, but cast in resigned
and faded hues. Rather than revile me for my failure, she laid her
head down on a rock and sighed. “You did the best you could, big
brother…did the best you could.”

The ultimate
temperance of her reply told me she wasn’t well, and yet there was
relief to know there dwelled a heart in her. For once, we shared a
common bond far deeper than our blood — one from which we would
never come entirely correct.

The hot-ribbed silver
shaft of the mace that seared into my hide had fallen out as if to
seek retreat. Already the wound that steamed from my chest had
shattered my grip on awareness and made me lose the caring for this
sorry incarnation. So quickly were my passions slipping from this
dreary drama it didn’t even matter when I saw the Magpie perch.

“My, my, my! You don’t
look well!” he said, scandalized, it seemed. “Well, these little
moments of travail are set to try us. Just goes to show you never
can tell just where our little ventures will take us…Then, again
let’s try to look on the positive side of things. I never dreamt
you’d be so splendid in the learning. So precocious! So evolved!
T’would have made your daddy proud, if he could have seen you
(which he won’t).”

To this day, I’ve
never understood the dubious art of gloating. Such ironies, then as
now, have always eluded me. Wounded, seared and branded as I was, I
was much too wracked with pain to see where this visitation could
be heading. I could only note with dazed perplexity that, as the
Magpie spoke, a vapor of clouds poured lively from his mouth,
enveloping us like a shroud. Fading as I was from care for this hot
and vicious world, I could only be aware that my eyes were growing
dim and losing the desire to see what lay ahead.

*****

IT WAS NOT LONG before I reawakened to the
dark purpose of their mission. Beside me, my sister, delirious to
any awareness of this world, now held on only by raw instinct to
her life. It was best that it were so, because had she been awake
she would have borne witness to an event that might have driven her
mad.

Below, in the barren
cradle of rocks, the Magpie had slit my brother opening him like a
shellfish from collar to groin. With kneeling warriors gathered
around him, he stood astride sweet Karman and held up a chalice
filled with blood; dragon blood. Making some grave and igneous
sign, this Wizard raised the hideous grail, making supplicant
gestures toward a jagged, darkening sky.

His faithful
called his title aloud. “RuSiva! RuSiva! RuSiva!” As if it were a
rosary of praise.

The name of this ape
of perfidy struck me with a slap of recognition, reminding me that
this had been the assassin of my brothers born before me. Yet
recollection took on new meaning as I was forced to see the rape of
a soul now being performed before my very eyes.

My brother, Karman,
though vivisected, was still very much alive! His wings pinned, his
talons fore and hind tied and tacked down on the rocks, he was
permitted to watch his own bloodletting. Aware that he’d been
turned into a living offal, he lay there entreating, while warrior
after warrior made procession to receive this bloody Eucharist: a
cup of dragon’s blood to slake their thirst, to steal their minds,
to compromise their souls.

Although savaged by
the blow I’d received and barely able to move, I rose to fly back
to attack, to lay down what remained of my young life to end this
travesty. It was only upon attempting to bolt, that I realized we
were now enveloped in a cocoon of mist as hard as crystal and meant
to encase us there. Whatever ritual was taking place by the
Brimbrod Lake below let me know that we’d be next — dragon under
glass!

“The dragon’s blood
brings courage,” I heard RuSiva say. “The dragon’s blood brings
long life, good fortune, and freedom from disease.”

Like some barker in a
sideshow scam he hawked his auguries, careful to delete the
important part: the hitch.

I hadn’t known ‘til
then how generous were the dragon’s veins. While my brother lay
there dying, his blood flowed like a river — enough to quench an
army’s thirst! Still drugged, his wits now at their end, dear
Karman had become no longer the frail young creature I had known
and loved. Although laid out for sacrifice, he neither wept nor
moaned, neither bewailed his condition nor mourned his fate. While
those poor human beings dipped into his cavernous chest and feasted
on his blood of hosts, he forgave them. He cried out to them with
love, compassion, and forgiveness, preaching to them of the
brotherhood of all creatures under God’s eyes. “When one dies, all
die,” were the harshest words that left his lips.

Karman was still too
young a being, and from his day of birth too awed by the things of
this earth to show such infinite wisdom at this moment of his doom.
It was as if his oversoul had risen out of him, giving higher
meaning to this hideous ritual, invoking the miracle of
transformation right before our eyes.

There is never a
moment so bleak that it cannot be redeemed. Soon my brother was
silenced. RuSiva saw to that, ordering his tongue to be split, his
jaws sewn shut with threads of ancient gold. No question, this
wizard feared the truths Karman spoke and would have killed him
there and then were it not for their belief in the myth that the
blood of the living dragon flows endlessly.

Although Karman’s lips
were sealed, his words had done their work. Many warriors fell sick
with shame. Others vomited up the host that filled them.

“I am defiled!” one
warrior shouted, weeping. He soon was led away.

“I feel unclean!”
another shuddered and spasmed by his shield.

Finally came the
Captain’s turn.

Up to now, he had
chosen to stay outside the line, withholding any intention to
partake in the ritual he saw. When it came time to drink, he pushed
the goblet aside and very swiftly drew the Wizard’s ire.

“This was not in my
contract,” the Captain declared, refusing the chalice again.
Squarely standing before RuSiva, he met him gaze for gaze. He was a
warrior taller than most and hovered over the mage, a body language
this wizard simply couldn’t abide.

“You refuse the
sacrament!?” the High Priest asked.

“You have undertaken
the sacrament without the Asking Prayer,” the Captain challenged.
“Without that sacred ritual, the bond of protection is broken, and
the dragon’s blood becomes a poison for the soul. It robs a man of
will and rapes his logic. The dragon takes his vengeance in more
ways than one, and I hold my own more precious than that! What’s
more you take a sentient creature and drink its living blood. This
is the work of demons not of God!”

“The sacrament is
holy!”

“Only if it is given
holy intent.”

“And you do not?”

“I do not judge
another’s motives. My faith is mine to share. And no one else’s,
priest! I am a dragonhunter, nothing more! I’ve done a hunter’s
work this day. My contract is fulfilled. But be apprised of this,
my liege: The eldest answered the Prayer. Now we’ve received
benediction from his brother.”

Although the meaning
confused the soldiers (and eluded me at the time), RuSiva knew
entirely what the Captain had implied.

“And you did nothing
to change them?!” he murmured. “Or slaughter the Answerer right
there?! What kind of leader are you? Has your courage left with
your brain? We must end him now, or now begins the Game!”

“I set my contract for
slaying dragons, not for stealing souls. And as for the Game, I
realize now that you serve another master. I can no longer be part
of this. My soul and my lance are free. What you do from this point
on, you do in spite of me.”

The Sorcerer paused
and slyly smiled. The Captain cautiously took his leave and would
have made his way unscathed, for RuSiva — by all appearances — was
giving ground. With a gesture of conciliation, he bowed ironically,
expansively thanking the soldier for services rendered.

The truce was a ruse,
and the Captain knew it. Glancing from side to side, holding his
shield on high, this wary warrior backed away to mount his chariot.
His stallions pranced uncertainly, fearful of the glaring light
that danced off RuSiva’s mace, a fiery missile thrust above them
and into the Captain’s chest, sending them to whirl in a madding
circle. The Magpie had fired a deadly blow; the mace like a
white-hot missile melted the Captain’s armor plate and sank into
his chest, knocked him from his chariot to be tangled in his
reins.

My brother Karman had
died by then. As if this last act of treachery had sapped his vital
force, he finally breathed his last — a single sigh that struck the
air, transmutive yet unheard. My brother’s notes, if nothing else,
sang their way home to me, for he had given all and did not judge
the takers. The blood let so sweetly from his heart had so
confounded these men that one among them had found the will to
rebel.

For that the Captain
had paid a price that nearly cost his life. Half dead, he was now
being dragged by his own blinded horses who raged at the insanity
of the moment. Torn by loyalties recently lost, staggered and
confused, the warriors tried to rein them in but were hapless at
their work. Blood-drugged by their unholy host, they vacantly cast
their nets, tossing them in the air and snaring nothing. The
horses, sightless and confused, were the better-guided beasts. They
held their own, eluded capture and sent the soldiers running.
Another force of men came at them specially armed for slaughter,
but before they could carry out their act a miracle transpired.

While his horses stood
off the horde, the Captain had revived, struggled to the back of
his chariot and took hold of the reins. Heartened to feel their
master’s touch these stallions pierced the line, slashing through a
phalanx of archers poised to gun them down. Somehow sanctified by
their courage, the horses regained their vision and pulled the
chariot at full gallop to its liberation. Half slumped against the
brake-piece of the wheel, the Captain held with fading strength to
what remained of his life.

Written off as good as
dead, the Captain made his escape, forgotten in this infamy as if
he’d been a whim. Once again RuSiva had summoned the devotions of
his soldiers, calling upon them to focus upon the crematorium
before them — the immolation of my dear brother. In the wake of
Karman’s expiration, the High Priest set about preparing an
alchemical pyre and ordered two soldiers to bring forth an urn
filled with deadly firestone. Taking from it a bluish powder —
nectar of its essence — he cast it upon that once sweet
dragonette’s remains. The rocks resounded with canticles that
poured from the Sorcerer’s throat sifting like smoke to fill an
empty sky.

“Fire of fire!

Stone of stone!

Fire of Stone

Of Fire

Of Stone

To come!”

RuSiva repeated his
mantrum again as he scattered the firestone powder on the body.
Instantly it burst into transmuted tongues of flame, giving new
light to a day grown dark with age. Brilliant bright vermilion to
blue-jade-emerald hues — those tantalizing vapors — danced like
harlot specters stealing the soul of the day. As the flame screamed
out, I looked to the Pit in horror as the last vestige of my
brother disappeared, while in his place a new harvest of firestone
ash was poured into oversized golden casks. In keeping with the
pact between the creatures of the fire and this transmuted stone,
my dragon brother had become what had consumed him, had given form
to new energy, matter without a mind.

I was not aware of its
powers, nor did I understand how this High Priest of low intent
could hold such sway over others. I could only vow that, if I
survived this day at all, I would bring the Magpie down, even if
ending his life would end my own.

As it was, the end of
my life might very well be at hand, for once the firestone was set
into its place, this darkly driven Magpie had commanded his army of
tainted souls to complete its quest. With a gesture toward our
crystalline cocoon RuSiva marked us well, ordering a company of
soldiers to climb and seize us.

“The others!” he
motioned with his dagger held high, a large obsidian carapace for
cutting into chests.

Half-dead, held
captive in this dome of dark crystal, all my sister and I could do
was wait while this squalid, slavering irrational band clambered up
the rocks. These pygmies were such minions of this Wizard! Had they
no wills of their own? Could any creature conceived by God be quite
as dull as these? Could any be so self-directively cruel?

There was no escaping
for me. I had lost my resolve to do it. Enfeebled by my wounds this
day, I saw an end to my life. Yet, as the day dimmed with our
fading hopes, as darkness came upon us, the dome of sky above grew
raging hot, and from behind me there came a roar so rapacious and
mean it was as if the mountain itself had risen in reprisal.

The soldiers climbing
toward us froze in place. Awestruck by the sudden scorching light,
they couldn’t move. They couldn’t turn to flee. Petrified by his
secret stare, they fell into a frieze, monuments to their own
demise, ridiculous in their fear.

Below by the
sacrificial pyre, the army took to flight. Warriors scurried, took
to their chariots and fled — none so swiftly cunning as the
Magpie.

The moment he had seen
this terror, he turned into a dust storm and blew himself away,
leaving little reinforcement for the warriors in his wake. The rest
were ossified in their tracks and hurled down the mountainside like
so many pebbles loosed from an avalanche. The few who tried to move
were cindered by a blast of flame or ripped by talons that could
have etched a glyphic on the moon. Although my fading eyes could
not see, it was then that my heart could feel the howling hot,
sweet breath of my father the Mountain.

In the last violent
act of a brutal day Dager whipped his wing across the cocoon,
shattering the crystal into beads of acid that scarred the ground
as they struck. Tucking us softly beneath his wings, he carried us
aloft, mindful of the fragile cargo that we had now become. Sky
borne again I felt secure, safe from worldly harm as if my father’s
sweat were a sacred tonic. Although losing the waking need, I
somehow felt more whole, touched by the loving surety from his
surely aching heart. As we flew toward some hidden place where
great souls seek their rest, I prayed my thanks to a distant star
that called me by my name.

We had survived, that
much I knew. Yet something in us had died, an innocence whose sweet
soft cradle would never hold us again.

 


 



Canto 3

​ _______________

The Shadow Council

A POISON FROM RUSIVA’S mace had nearly
brought me down, had nearly taken my life before it had started. In
the next few units of measured time, my fate remained in peril. My
body scraped the edge of death, while my vital force went wandering
through astral planes where doomed souls and Shimbaghs frolicked in
a void and beckoned to me to join their naked force. They all came
cloaked in contradiction, luculent and horrid, a saucy nectar of
corruption that had to be tasted once. I was drawn to them yet held
my center and, in that reluctance, drew a power that cleansed me in
a light. Not from above but from within this light inside me glowed
with a sense of love I’d never felt on Earth. It washed away that
astral mural and left my vision clear to catch the prism of my full
potential. Though my eyes could not yet see a world familiar to my
senses, I still could feel the light. I still could know the touch
of presences both holy and serene. They enveloped me, yet I could
not awaken to them.

I emerged from my
travels through the passage by Coma to hear a convening of voices
in my ears. Somewhere in the brightening midst of this realm of
towering shadows, my sister and I lay on beds of herbs freshly
strewn to salve our wounded souls. Comfrey, coriander, foxglove,
aloes — leaves and petals from these loving plants offered
themselves to comfort us while a shower of crimson light cleansed
our open wounds.

On the threshold of
transition, neither waking nor asleep, half-dead to this dimension,
half-alive to another, I could feel but not behold the entities
around us. Through the cloudy heights from which they watched us, I
could sense their dark grandeur; I could feel their divine love.
They were cathedrals with wings, Seraphim of cosmic tribes, blood
of my own blood, mystic soul mates and yet somehow strangers to my
purpose.

While they healed my
sister and me, they scanned us in somber study, noting our peril as
if it were their own. As if our recent memories were freshly
ripened fruit, they plucked them from our wounded thoughts
examining each in turn. Some they culled. Others they studied in
the rapture of intent. One, that special One, brought them
simultaneous sadness and a sense of culmination.

They forgave our
disobedience and the tragedy that it spawned. In wandering from the
nest we dragon young had only followed natural laws, the innate
desire of the seeking mind to see its world anew. We had wandered
far and in that wandering had been deceived by the Magpie; ‘twas
true. But it was at that turn where our course and the one the
Magpie had planned for us had parted ways. We were not supposed to
have succeeded quite so well. It was not in the dragon’s master
plan for its young to fly or even to glide at so early an age as
we. Nor were the Magpie’s displays of delight quite the sham I’d
suspected. RuSiva, it seemed, loved the challenge of drawing out
the bait. And since, on rare occasion, some dragonettes had shown
prodigious talents, he’d had a plan for the second phase already
set in place.

By report, the Lake of
Brimbrod Shards was a seed of debauchery, a table of corruption
even for adults. The brimbrod itself was drug enough to melt the
underpinnings of a mountain. The red crystal shards were forbidden
fruit for all the sons of Draco, and most had learned to steel
their wills against it. It brought the high dragon low, turned its
females into wantons and its males into hopeless eunuchs. It
rendered all the Mystic Beasts as inert as stone. It marbled their
perceptions so they could not tell right from wrong. It froze the
ruby firesource, the secret of dragon-flight, while it prepped them
for sacrifice, flooding their veins with warm black blood that
flowed on endlessly.

As the scheme had been
set by RuSiva, he would
have had us coming
or going — either
by our deaths and sacrifice or by
the taking of our
souls to the Shimbagh side. Yet
from the moment of
our despoiling at the
teeming Lake of Shards, we three
had failed to play
by the High Priest’s
rules. First, I’d
been saved from certain ruin by
my aversions to the
hot dross of them
and had been able
enough not only to
avert capture but also
to warn my siblings. Despite being drugged, my sister
Seti had fought with the
courage of a full-grown dragon queen, had used
her energies to nearly
upheave a force of
300 men. In my
return and rescue, I
too had summoned some Seraphic source far greater than my
own. Into the face
of danger I’d
flown with the facility of a
wind god, borne my
burden and battled that beast called Army.
My conduct, though I
thought it only instinct at the
time, had been right action to
the last. At last
and most transcendently, my brother in dying
to this world had
allowed his angels to
come through him, and
through that collected angelic mind had
forgiven his defilers to the
end.

I was aware when I had
done what I did that I’d had some help from on high, but I hadn’t
the foresight to know that these instinctive cries of combat would
have brought down the wrath of angels.

“These are the ones
who were prophesied,” a deep voice raised above the murmur.

“The first of the
translators,” voiced a second, in tranquil confirmation.

“These three had all
evolved to this, and this presents The Time,” agreed a third in
lilting female tones. “The signs are there. The signs are there.
Others will follow soon. The path is set, and we’ll need them all
if it’s true. When comes The Time, we’ll need them all and
more.”

Even then I had my
doubts that we were destiny’s children, and the mention of “the
Time of times” is unsettling to anyone. Since my soul’s body
drifted in suspension at this point, I knew neither how to move nor
ask; nor would have I dared had I been able.

I was also aware of
dissenting voices that gave the moment perspective — the spear of
debate hurled from the ego’s throat.

“Three dragonettes
bestowed with prodigy do not fulfill a prophecy. Not to this
cleric’s eyes,” I heard a voice somewhat stridently declare.

“They still must be
schooled in the Ancient Ways. It is the order of things,” a deep
voice added, verging on the brittle edge of ire.

“It is the way,”
another, softer voice concurred. “The way must be followed.”

The matter of our
training brought no contention. All agreed that, whatever the cost,
it had to be undertaken according to tradition in the
Mastersinger’s school. Only there could our souls be read in their
entirety — not only our souls, but also the destinies that drove
them.

This matter of “the
prophecy” seemed to lock this counsel in dispute. And even though
its significance eluded me, for time past measuring this conference
of high souls raged at one another until one sage voice settled the
issue for good.

“The Asking Prayer was
answered!” he noted, stinging the air of debate with the singular
undeniable truth.

What I had done by the
answering the Asking Prayer had never been so much as broached by a
dragon before. Shimbaghs and rogue dragons were denied the power of
summoning and could not answer the ritual. Only those enlightened
in the Mastersinger’s school knew how to summon the power to
answer, and they would not have called it into being, for it would
have marked The Time, the Ending of the Days. I, in my need, had
called the source and it had come into my being; its name had
fallen upon my lips. God had answered my prayers, but for a price,
it seemed. In my struggle to survive, I had become the unwitting
agent of destiny.

The Asking Payer, I
was to learn, had a tradition as old as the pygmie’s time on earth.
In any confrontation between the two, The Asking Prayer was always
made by the man but never answered by the dragon, According to the
legend, if the dragon were to repeat the prayer, it would turn upon
him like a sword. From that point on, the Asking Prayer would turn
into a Ritual of Banishing. Rather than define the dragon as they
had done in all times past the pentagram and the cross could expel
him from this realm of Earth. Not only the dragon but all the
mystical beasts as well could now be lost forever. The door to our
demolition was before us, and I had picked the lock.

By sense of cosmic
reason, the power could not be given to all men — only to the man
that the dragon had answered. This had been the pact between the
Mystic Beasts and the pygmie for ten thousand pygmie years. One
hundred score times before had the Asking Prayer been offered.
Never once, until now, had there been a reply.

There were some
avenues for escape. Since the
power of banishment only belonged to the
man who’d
asked, the Captain could now
be among the most
powerful of his kind,
could wield great influence and could
devastate all magic —
if
the Captain were still alive, and if he
were not struck dumb. If
the Captain were not
dead, and if he
could be found, he
could be killed or
silenced. That would end
his power and save
the dragon race. But
he could only be
killed, so the prophecy foretold, by the
dragon who had answered him. I
was that dragon.

It was not until later
that I was to learn all the ramifications. Yet I had learned this
much: I had become the Chosen One, the Answerer, a creature
destined to hunt this dragonhunter down and finish my business with
him. For that, this Shadow Council ruled, I would be kept under
special scrutiny, subjected to the most rigid tests the
MasterSinger’s School could devise. Then I would be readied to
undertake this monumental quest. I would have to be ready by the
age of 22 — a master year by any measurement.

Yet even then there
was no guarantee that he’d be found. Where was he now, this Captain
who brought morality to the immoral act hunting of dragons? Even
with their powers of scanning to secret realms unknown, even with
their telepathic gifts of silent wisdom, these elite of the Shadow
Council touched upon his scent.

“His aura must be
deathly low. He’s come to that dark door. We’re going to lose our
single chance at reconciliation.”

“If he is, that’s the
end of it. So we’re the better for it.” a pair of warrior dragon
lords continued to debate.

“Don’t bet your
crystals,” said an older, wiser Master voice. “The prophecy has
come to pass intact. And lest you doubt its verity, I suggest you
cast your eyes on this one here.”

As he spoke, I could
feel the energies of all the Shadow Council turn their heated gazes
back on me. “A streak of lightning scars his chest put there by an
evil hand. He is, as was foretold, the Lightning Dragon.”

This drew the last
measure of doubt from the Council that I — charred on my heart for
all my life with this livid mark of Cain — was the one they would
call the Lightning Dragon, a deliverer of sorts. Of this the Master
Voice would say no more, except to note that free will would mark
my future path and my destiny was my own to make and choose.

“In the meantime, what
of this Captain?” the old sage voice inquired.

“A well untapped is
water yet untasted,” the feminine voice spoke out. “He shows the
promise of a human being who can reason out his powers, who doesn’t
heed the counsel to abuse them. He doesn’t walk with other men
blinded by ambition or sell his soul for subsidy by wizards. In all
of this there’s cause for hope. We behold a higher conscience in
him. And anytime there are minds such as this, there dwell for us
the friendly spectres of fortune.

“If he is alive, we’ll
feel his energies return,” the Master Voice replied. “We’ll monitor
his recovery but give him a very wide berth. He is a source of harm
to us — until The Time. Until The Time.”

“But how will the
others know him?” a serene young voice inquired. “Mere energies on
this plane of life can be a bit confusing.”

“He bears the mark of
evil on his chest,” the Great Voice answered. “The brand of RuSiva,
the Lightning shard. The same as young Shartallion.”

Even though adrift in
limbo, the mention of my name by one so clearly exalted sent a
surge of strength through me that revived my spirit more surely
than any medication could have done. Destiny of destinies, I was
born to the task. Just a notch out of the nest, and I was already
charged with purpose, a mission to be fulfilled. Thrice blessed is
the soul who from the beginning can know the course his life, who
can set his sail and catch the wind of Fortune.

I had a brother of the
brand. I had a twin by Evil’s hand. A valiant dancer among men to
make my start, to mark his end! My path was his. His fate was mine.
What could we do? Until the Time, so it had been. So it would be,
until The Time would set us free.

 


 



Canto 4

​ _______________

The MasterSinger

It Might

Be the Light

in an Angel’s tear

Or it may

Bring the Way

to the Bringer.

It Could

Sing the Truth

to all who will hear

But the Song

Still belongs

to the Singer.

— The MasterSinger

Lesson 12

WE HAD AGED BEFORE our time, my baby sister
and I. Looking through the veil of years it seems a trifle now, but
it was devastation for us then. Through salves of winter’s
recompense in a mountain sanctuary, our bodies healed from all the
wounds these men had wealed upon us. Our hearts and minds still
bore the scars and always would, it seemed; forgiveness is a
language only angels know to speak.

Eventually we learned
to play as dragonettes again. Yet we carried the weight of three
and always would. At times we sensed a wicked purpose in the subtle
movements of day and shuddered when we saw the shadows of night.
Our fragile shell of innocence had been shattered for all time; it
was a most deformed initiation to this world. We needed so
desperately to be shown the shape of our purpose here. And to that
task our mother, Drilg, addressed herself entirely.

Dager had made a mince
of the army, had driven RuSiva from our midst. After that he
brought us to a mystical aerie where our lives hung in the balance,
and The Shadow Council had put us in its Surgery of Lights. The
rest was up to Drilg, our mother and teacher. To protect us from
the frozen nights of winter, she forged a crystalline tower where
we could feel safe from that world that had shown its darker face
to us.

There, in the warmth
of its stone and jewels, Drilg fed us the harvest grains of autumn,
the herbs of the honeyander tree, and the eggs of the generous Géle
Ostrich. My mother lit the loving fires of winter with her tongue
and shielded us from the icy Northern Wind.

​“Korlig has a bite,” she’d say.5 “But he
has a sense of justice. He’ll soften the sting of his breath
against my wing.”

She sang to us of
Edens past and poetized the present. She was our only harbor of
calm in this stormy sea of souls.

“I’ll speak to you
only of beauty. It’s all that really matters. There are generations
of others to teach you all about the rest.” She reminded us of our
brothers the birds, of our sisters the seasons, of our children the
clouds, and our cousins the other beasts forged from the same sword
as we — the unicorn, the gryphon, the Chimera, and the Gamberol,
the Rahntish, and the Kohmm; and the mystic Mantilough who vanished
with the morning dew.

“These are the
creatures who carry your light. Look to them when you’re in
trouble. Give them refuge when they come to you for help. You can
rely on them always. They will not deceive you. And though some of
them may not bear you love, they will always honor their word.

“With others, you must
summon your instincts. There are good and bad among all beings. Use
your powers of discernment; they’re the dragon’s unfailing
friend.”

She told us that the
secrets of the dragon’s strength lay in the understanding that
there was life in all things, and in that life a soul, and in that
soul a oneness. And it was only when one life form perceived itself
as absolute and dominant over the rest that evil could ever come
into the picture.

“Power is the issue
here,” she said. “It is the grand illusion, and lust for it is the
greatest flaw of all.” A tinge of bitterness swept across her face;
then she would speak no more of it.

These lessons were not
new to us. By then, we’d heard them all. Drilg’s sweet entreaties
had filled our ears so often that in some small way we’d grown
indifferent to them. Aphorisms lead a fragile life, and many had
been lost on us. Circumstances had scarred our psyches more than
words could heal.

Despite our mother’s
good intent, we had seen too much in three days to ever accept a
homily offered as innocently as that. Take birds, for instance (and
you could take them). The Magpie was the first we’d met who’d dared
to broach our lines with what he disguised as social intercourse.
If this were a brother to our kind, then spare me the incest of his
seedy conversation. And as for power!? Why, power on this plane of
life was apparently all that mattered. That alone was the bone of
contention between the dragon and this pygmie, and were it not for
our ominous size and mystical force of flame we’d be meat on
someone’s table right now. Such were the ways of this wicked world.
Such were the gods they divined. Such had been the fate of my
brother in it.

Rather than pain my
mother by giving tone to these rustic thoughts, I simply blurted
out, “Nothing’s quite as simple as it seems.” In any case, she read
my meaning and answered it with care. “It’s true,” she said, and
then would say no more.

In the spring Drilg
led us eastward across three mountain ranges and four shoals of
water to a broad, lush, valley where creatures shared their venue
and harmony ruled supreme. There, in this well-concealed apron of
land hidden by a cathedral of trees was a forest filled with magic
and a human village carved from the land by skillful, caring hands.
High upon a mossy cliff where no one feared the dragon, we sat with
Drilg and watched the season pass.
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