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   Praise for Wing Wind
"Two fast friends, welded by choice and fate to an incompatible dynamic — and a love that will try the depth and scope of their human destinies as never before. A powerful second book for a brand new series." 
~ Janny Wurts, author of the Wars of Light and Shadow series

"Christie's second novel hums with tension, as Leiel and Cleod rush headlong towards their opposing destinies with heartbreaking inevitability. Christie's intense characterisation and masterful use of atmosphere make Wing Wind a joy to devour. Themes of storytelling and sisterhood are further developed, as are the violent consequences of a rigid gender divide. All serving to highlight, of course, Wing Wind's moments of peace and reflection, which are delivered with hope for a future that may not yet be lost. A truly superb sequel to Draigon Weather."
~ Lucy Holland, author of Sistersong and Song of the Huntress

Praise for Long Light
"A superbly crafted sequel, Long Light sets the stage on fire for the finale of Paige L. Christie's series — a story that engages and upends the very fabric of myth and stereotype."

~ Janny Wurts, author of the Wars of Light and Shadow series

Praise for Storm Forge
"Storm Forge is the last book in the four-book series, Legacies of Arnan, by u/PaigeLChristie. It delivers from start to finish, weaving all of the threads from the first three books into a perfect conclusion while simultaneously elevating the earlier books into something more than they already were with new layers and hidden context."
~ u/sparkour r/Fantasy
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Perhaps all the dragons

of our lives are princesses

who are only waiting

to see us once

beautiful and brave.



Perhaps everything terrible is

in its deepest being

something helpless

that wants help

from us.



~ Rainer Maria Rilke









  
  Chapter 1
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Leiel - 39 years


An old thing, to wake filled with fear. So old that memory cut twice as sharp — of a moment-to-moment churning of gut and tightness of chest, of pain and anxiety so much a part of morning as to have been reborn with each waking, usual as breath, sad and tiring as passing time. Leiel lay motionless, staring into the still-dark sky, wide and bare overhead, sparked with the flung dust of stars. Only a faint paleness edging the east hinted that dawn poised to break over the horizon. Nothing stirred in the stark heat, not bird, not bug, not breeze. 
Her fault.
Sweat trickled from the corner of one eye and down the line of her temple. She raised a hand and wiped it away.
Old gods — this feeling. Not since that long ago day in the sanctuary, since the morning she awakened with ash on her tongue and the looming horror of her mother’s supposed death crushing breath from her lungs, had she burned inside like this.
A tremor coursed her spine. Guilt. Terror. Few options existed but to dwell within the despair such states of mind engendered.
No.
She sat up, looked over at Teska where the healer lay asleep on the other side of their long-cold fire circle. For her, so much had been offered up, so much lost. So young, the other woman seemed, curled on the hard earth, dust in her hair and silting her clothing. So young for an entire land to spin around, to fracture over. And yet where did any break or change come, but from one heart, one mind, one thing that truly mattered? That much, at least, Gahree had seen instilled deep within Leiel.
Gahree.
The Draigon’s name went through Leiel’s mind like a prayer. Gahree, you promised Teska’s worth outweighs us all, but oh, how am I to believe that when I taste your death in my throat each time I swallow?
No laughing, cryptic answer rang bell-like on the morning air, and Leiel found herself unable to dredge from her imagination even a hint of what response Gahree might make. Not when the only image that remained in Leiel’s mind was of blood and brokenness and of the smoke-carried, copper scent of dying. It had been so much easier, when shock still held sway, to pretend distance and acceptance in the face of such loss.
With a sigh, Leiel pushed herself to her feet, dusted from her clothes the dirt of another night spent on bare earth, and moved away from the make-shift camp. A few steps carried her down a low embankment toward the slow trickle of the stream that had somehow managed to survive the weather she had set across the region. Brave brook, I’ll see you named on a map one day. For your stubbornness alone you deserve recognition. That brought a faint smile to her lips. She bent to unlace her boots, then rolled up her pants, and waded into the shallow, tepid water.
Crouching on a flat rock in the middle of the flow, she dipped her hands, scrubbed off the accumulated dirt of travel. When they were as clean she was going to get them without soap, she cupped her hands in the water and splashed it across her face, following the flow with her hands, throwing back the wild tangle of her hair in the same motion. Travel and grit had cracked the skin of her palms.
She opened her hands, studied their calloused surfaces, the welts and scars of life on the mountain, of hard work and learning and willingness to try. Flexing her fingers, she worked the small muscles, back and forth, then rolled her wrists, feeling the wrongness of her missing ring. Such a slight change to matter so much, to carry such weight.
Another loss. In the face of everything else, should it matter at all?
She pressed her lips together, as though the change of expression could shift the frame of her mood from sorrow to determination. But only intention could do that. She forced a grim nod. Will was never something she lacked. She flexed her fingers again, rolled her shoulders, measuring weariness and strength. Too long remained before she would be able to take the Great Shape and carry Teska north. North to Cyunant and the myriad questions sure to await in the wake of Gahree’s death.
So much to be faced.
Unexplainable.
Unfathomable.
Hers to own, whatever the cost.






  
  Chapter 2
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Cleod - 38 years


Brutal heat blurred every sense as Cleod moved through twisting dust. Not even Gweld could cut the violent energy generated by the whirling particulate. The Council building loomed out of the storm. Inside awaited a fearful gathering of men for whom the past days’ events meant both terror and exhilaration — a chance to claim the power of which they had always and only dreamed. And he and Trayor were the steel-edged tools by which that dream would be carved into being. How many men across Arnan would feel that rush of power as the truth about the Draigon, the death of Shaa, spread throughout the land? If Cleod’s belly twisted at the thought, well, that was the cost of changing the world. 
The structure blocked the wind. Cleod shoved open the door to the Council chamber and stepped inside. From across the room, Trayor glared. “Nothing?”
Cleod stood a moment with Kilras’s determined expression and Sehina’s stare filling his mind, then shook his head. He ran his hand through his dirty hair as he watched the Draighil pace the length of the Council chamber.
“Gone! How?” Confusion and rage warred in Trayor’s expression as he looked at Cleod.
Cleod blinked as surprise backed realization — that Trayor’s Gweld sense had somehow not discovered the women. Something tingled in the depths of Cleod’s mind but vanished before he could focus on it.
“All of them, gone. Where are their families?” Trayor’s emotion landed on fury.
“Gone as well,” came the cracked voice of the old man Cleod remembered from earlier meetings.
Trayor rounded on the Councilman. “Where?”
Where indeed? Sehina leading the women into the swirling dust. Somewhere beyond her, the others — Nae, Rimm, Jordin, must have gathered the loved ones. And somewhere on the trail they fled for safety. Where would they go? South most likely. Toward the coast and boats that could lead to escape.
Pulled like the tacky candy sold at fairs, the connection between Cleod and his caravan life thinned and thinned again, drawn brittle in the tempest-dimmed light of morning.
Escape. Escape from him.
The thought pierced, burned. Yet the boil in his gut was not regret, but deep anger. He acknowledged it even as he shoved aside any intention to examine the depth of it, the tangled ball of its roots.
“Where?” Trayor demanded again, eyes bright, jaw trembling.
Before anyone else could respond, Cleod spoke. “It doesn’t matter.” He met Trayor’s vicious glare as it turned on him.
“Doesn’t—?”
Cleod cut the pale man off again. “What do you want to do, send out search parties and chase them through this storm? Wherever they’ve gone, they’ll carry the message of what happened here with them. They, and anyone else moving away from Melbis this day. If warning is what you want to spread, they will do it for you.”
“I want them to carry more than a story of what happened here.”
In the back of Cleod’s mind, a heavy sigh, but he held his body still. “What more?”
Trayor crossed the room to stand before Cleod. “Obedience. They need to pay for their years of lies and murder.”
Old gods he was out of patience with Trayor’s arrogance. He was so like the elders who trained them. Nose to nose with the furious Draighil, Cleod shook his head. “Those women and their families aren’t Draigon, Tray.”
“How do you know? Draigon are women. How do you know?”
“Because if these women were Draigon, why in the names of all the old gods would they be living in Melbis?”
Silence dropped over the room.
“Yes,” an old man said. “For years, we’ve kept a list of women who meet the needs of a Sacrifice. It’s never been secret. They were told the truth of it — they were never to leave here, as one day their death might be required for the good of all.”
At those words, Trayor’s jaw dropped open a fraction and he turned to face the speaker.
Nausea rolled through Cleod. “These women have known all their lives that you meant to kill them one day?”
“It never mattered what they knew.”
Three strides carried Cleod past Trayor to reach out and crush the front of the Councilman’s tunic in a twisting grip and yank the man to his feet. “You idiot. It’s always mattered. Or haven’t you yet figured out what the Sacrifice has been about all these centuries?”
Behind Cleod, Trayor swore.
Cleod, glanced over his shoulder at the Draighil. “You finally understand.” With a shove that sent the Councilman stumbling, Cleod released the shaking man.
“What?” he gasped, as he staggered to a halt, staring between the two swordsmen.
“Recruitment,” Trayor snapped. “All these years — the more you hated a girl, the more likely the Draigon had found one worth bringing into their ranks.” He stared at Cleod. “Your old friend. The one you nearly died for on the Spur.” The gleam in Trayor’s eyes shifted from anger to glee.
Cleod met that torturous gaze. “Are you satisfied?” he said. “What greater punishment could you hope for, but that I was betrayed by one I trusted? That she tricked me into betraying the Ehlewer?”
“It’s time you learned how that feels.” Trayor’s lips twisted. “Your precious Leiel is one of them.”
Fierce streaks of light slivered outward at the edges of Cleod’s vision and the room swam as his senses expanded like the dust kicked up by the storm outside. Every speck of grit that coated his skin sat as a point of awareness; the voices around him echoed and rebounded inside his skull. Memories spilled through the gap in his control — a barking dog, feckless laughter, pages turning, the gleam of a crystal reflecting blazing firelight — Leiel — all things that had been and might have been Leiel — and the thing that she now was. Cleod swayed, braced will, and closed his eyes. He reeled, fought back Gweld even as the trance tugged and threatened to overwhelm him. Pain flared through his skull, a signal that the Overlash he could no longer hold off would soon drop him to his knees.
“A bronze monster,” he said lowly, and opened his eyes to glare at Trayor. This pointless meeting needed to be over. Leiel! No! The thought screamed through his mind, whether plea or demand he could not say. Shaking, he turned for the door and offered angry words as though to solidify his emotion. “One I mean to deal with as you dealt with Shaa.”






  
  Chapter 3
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Cleod


We’ll not chase those who ran. Plenty more to round up here. Plenty more everywhere as the news spreads. Let the Draigon try to draw new numbers from the deepest dungeons of Arnan.  Trayor’s final words to the Council bit deep into Cleod’s mind, stripping all possibility of a restful night. He sat at the narrow desk by the window and shook, fighting Overlash until the inevitable desire to shut it all out overcame will.
The ercew consumed to stem trembling and induce sleep held sway for only hours before nightmare dragged him awake. The dreams lingered on the edge of consciousness in flickers of flame and suffering, unclear, yet hot across his senses.
He lay with one arm bent over the top of his head, staring at the shadowed ceiling. Every part of him ached, and he breathed hard into the discomfort, into the cramping in his gut that spoke of rising need. Drowning partly in Overlash and partly in unrelenting physical longing, his mind skipped and shuddered between waves of pain and vile emotions he could not name. Sweat broke a scattered line across his forehead. He closed his eyes as the shaking began again, and gritted his teeth, not quite able to contain a moan.
Old gods, after so many years, to have ended up here. With a gasp he rolled onto his side, eased his legs over the bedside and put his bare feet on the floor planks. Through the wall came Trayor’s snoring. How quickly their tent camp had been abandoned for the comfort of the Nest once no one remained in Melbis to confront Cleod with choice. How lucky now, to have what he needed close at hand.
He pushed himself to his feet and staggered toward the door. Down the hall and the narrow stairs he moved, a hand pressed flat to the wall to hold balance and stay upright. The sweat thickened, slicked over his whole body, drawn by more than the heat.
On the ground floor, a single lamp burned, bright in the welded, metal lantern affixed to the registration counter. Cleod turned from it and staggered toward the storage room beside the kitchen.
Enough bottles of ercew had filled his grasp in years past that he knew the correct container by feel. A twist and pull of the cork and he raised the bottle to his lips and drank deep as tears mingled with sweat and ran down his face. He buried confusion in the pressure rising through his chest.
Yesterday, before consequence upended him in agony, his purpose seemed clear. In the Council house, confronting men who both feared him and held him in awe, the correctness of his choice loomed stark and certain. He ran a hand through his hair. Was it only yesterday that he walked away from Kilras? Kilras. Sehina. Rimm and Nae and home. Cracks laced their way through the foundation of a self built through years and by striving. How could everything that, just days ago, held Cleod’s world together shatter so completely? How had he let it?
Green-gold eyes glinted in memory, bright and dangerous, warm and deepened by concern. Flames lit his mind, searing. He gagged and bent double, but managed to hold back the bile rising in his throat. An act of will forced him upright. Those eyes. Those vibrant, damning eyes. Would Leiel’s eyes look like that, over time, as she aged and changed? Rage whipped through him. No. He would see her dead before he would witness her so marked by the creatures who had claimed her. See her dead and see her eyes then… Another shudder racked him. Dead like the woman on the hill outside Melbis. Take Teska and go…no malice or regret had carried with that thought, only something he could not bring himself to recognize.
The fight. Leiel and Teska. Shaa — and whatever, whoever, Shaa had become before she died. Smoke and fire and cuila and blood. So much blood.
He took another long, desperate pull on the bottle, drank until the shaking in his limbs subsided. The hill. The battle. Death. A bright gleam in the smoke. He had to know. Leiel. He had to know.
Bottle in hand, he made his way back upstairs to dress in the sweltering darkness. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Through the ongoing storm, the first hint of daylight lightened the air as Kicce walked across the rolling plain to the low hill where Shaa had died. The blocky suggestions of buildings slipped behind, and Cleod’s stomach churned when he passed the now-vacant caravan camp. Hot wind swirled and buffeted, and he bent his head to let the brim of his hat catch the fiercest gusts. Between bursts, the bitter air settled, revealing the stark, burned landscape.
The land sloped upward, and the lingering scent of smoke and cuila filled his nose. The latter should have eased tension from his body, but instead his stomach turned again.
Ash and blown dust littered the torn earth. Scorch marks smeared between the scars made by great claws, the soil raked as though by a mad plowman. He turned slowly, his gaze sweeping the ground, measuring, seeking… What? Some evidence that he had been wrong? That the woman murdered here had not, after all, been Shaa, and so Leiel could not be what he feared, what he hated?
Not Leiel.
Not Leiel.
He dismounted, fighting cramps that swarmed up his legs into his belly. He swayed a moment, then drew a deep breath and surveyed the brutalized earth, tried to pick out the spot where the woman had fallen. But no clear indication remained. How was that possible? Blood had coated Trayor’s sword, sprayed and pooled over the ground. For the flicker of an instant, memory flared of a wide, shimmering swath that marked annihilation, glittering impossibly in the starlight. So much spilled blood should have stained this ground for days. And yet nothing remained. Impossible. And impossible was proof. The woman had been other than human.
A shaking started in his hands and worked through his entire body. He sucked in air, turned away – from what?
His belly boiled, hot acid and foam. Rage at — Leiel? Trayor? Himself?
Wind gusted, and the world tilted before him as the air cleared briefly. He found himself looking at the post where Teska Healer had been tied. A flash of pale light blinked from the soil a few steps past the post. The glint in the swirling sand, faint though it was, stopped all thought as recognition dawned.
Slowly, as though too-fast movement would somehow cause the item lying twisted in the dirt to vanish or even flee, he took a step, another. Each pace forward hovered over a void opened by shock. At last he crouched and reached out a hand, the action made hesitant by disbelief. Yet under his fingers it was solid and real. He jerked his hand back.
How many hours had he searched across the Spur, all those years ago, seeking hidden clusters, half-collapsed holes, outcrops of rock, until he found a place where the crystals were both large enough and pure enough to warrant choosing? Not only for himself — he reached up to touch the stone mounted atop his sword hilt — but, more importantly, for a gift meant to last and hold memory.

He scrambled downward, slipping and sliding with the shower of earth under his boots — sand and granite, the stumblingly mystifying combination that made up the soil of this mountain. Rattling stone, half-skidding, he landed at the bottom of the old pit. Just a bit deeper than he was tall, the hole was filled with enough sunlight that what he sought would not be difficult to spot as he dug.
The old books in Adfen’s library offered only the vaguest clues about the best quality gemstones found in the Spur. The locations of those deposits were even harder to figure out. But figure it out he had. And now the digging of the Wild Stones would be easier than the finding of the mine.
A happy pressure built in his chest as he looked around, caught glimpses of shiny, fractured pieces of crystal protruding from the earth. Nothing large. Nothing whole. To find those, he would have to dig and dig and dig. But now that he knew where, he could come back, take the time he needed to find just the right stone for the sword he would own one day. And the right stone to give to Leiel — something to always remind her that they were friends.

Cleod gasped as his mind dropped back into his body and he folded onto his knees, the charred scent of the ground rising up to meet him. His head fell back and he closed his eyes, breathed, just breathed, for several heartbeats, until the hammering in his chest eased and the spiral of his mind slowed. Face raw from the dry blowing of sand and the bite of the wind, he cracked his eyes open and stared up at the whirling clouds.

He slid the stone across the table, heart in his throat as he lifted his hand away so she could see what lay on the dark wood, see what he offered. Something so she would know for sure he would keep his promise to her, and become what he needed to become to make everything right for both of them. Keep their friendship. Fight to keep her safe.

At last, he dropped his chin and stared at the torn circle of metal half-buried in the dirt. To either side of him huge, heavy dents scarred the ground. And beyond them the ash had flattened and flared wide. Leiel. Leiel had changed. Here on this spot, she had… The thought stumbled, stopped, and again he saw her standing small and fierce in flickering light and billowing smoke. Leiel…changed…and shattered the ring in doing so. And left it here — a token of the ruin that their friendship had become.

A flash in the moonlight. A ring, wrapped around her finger as she raised it to gently touch his cheek. So light. So gentle. Like a whisper of memory. Impossible. True.

And yet… All these years she had kept it until… Until he and Trayor had cut down Shaa and left the claiming of the Sacrifice to Leiel — Bronze Draigon. Draigon in flight.
The ercew had not been enough. He needed cuila. Needed so much. Overlash, too long denied, tore through him, laid claim. More cramps ripped into his thighs, seared upward until he doubled over, pressed into the ground. Every part of him shook, his thoughts tumbling and slamming into one another. What was he doing here? How had he come to this moment, this place where he lay in the dirt absolutely alone? He reached out, twisting his fingers through the soil to enclose the broken ring in his fist.
As pain pulled him under, his fractured cognition coalesced into a single realization backed by horror — his first thought upon arriving atop this hill had been that the woman who died here had been murdered.






  
  Chapter 4
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Cleod


Coughing in the gritty air, Cleod pulled himself onto Kicce’s back. Half the day he had lain with the heat beating over him and the storm covering him in sand. Kicce’s worried nudging awakened him in early afternoon. The gelding, given his head, made straight for the livery across from the Nest. There, Cleod stripped Kicce’s saddle and staggered through half-competent care of the horse before making his way to the inn. 
He shoved open the door and met Lorrel’s gaze across the dim-lit entryway. The innkeeper stared at Cleod a moment, then asked if he wanted the poit readied. Cleod’s stomach lurched at the thought of the hot, dark space, and he shook his head. “No, just send extra rags to the room.” The worst grime could be sponged off. Given the storm outside, no one in Melbis could claim cleanliness as a virtue.
Back in the familiar room, Cleod slung his sword harness onto the bed, then peeled out of his sand-packed clothing and let it drop to the floor. A clink sounded when his pants landed on the slate, and he paused, reached down and picked them up again. He fished into a pocket and pulled out the twisted remains of the gold ring. An indrawn breath hissed through his teeth. Instinct. Reflex. He had saved the ruined band without thought.
He turned it, stared again at the uncut stone mounted rough in the heavy setting. The stone intact. Unchanged. Unlike Leiel. Unlike himself. Unlike the dreams and promises they once shared. What had she held on to all these years?
A pounding started behind his eyes, and he closed his fist around the metal before crossing the room. He set the ring on the dresser beside the pitcher and basin, and just stood for a moment, trying to pretend he could not hear the howl of wind outside, or the rattle of grit on glass, or feel the heat pounding through even the Nest’s thick walls. Then he ran a hand along the twisted flesh of his right hip, over the new-raised scab-over-scar formed when Trayor shoved him into the poit stove. Scars upon scars upon scars.
No. No time for such thoughts.
He ran a hand through his hair, knocking dirt loose. Tangled and filthy, his hair was too long for the role he was reclaiming. But cutting it… The idea rang false. The headache built, and a new cramping started in his belly. He gripped the edge of the dresser and bent his head, eyes closed. Breath flowed and, if the pain did not lessen, neither did it spiral him into helpless oblivion. Old gods — why so much pain? Not even the early days of learning Gweld had brought so much misery. Trayor seemed unaffected. Cleod shuddered. What had changed so much that he, the Draighil who so easily recovered from Gweld immersion that even the elders looked on him in awe, found himself plowed under despite cuila?
A few heartbeats passed, then he gathered will and straightened, reached for the pitcher and poured the basin full. He picked up one of the clean rags folded beside the bowl and soaked it in the tepid water. The dirt that he wiped from his body quickly tainted the bowl, and he tried to believe that he cleaned off more than dirt and heat — that he could wash away the weight of unrequited memory. The ring sat twisted beside the bowl, its ruined shape mimicking the churning of his unsettled mind. All these years, Leiel had kept the Wild Stone. Not just kept it, but worn it.
He wrung out the cloth, weeping water into the basin. Promises — made, kept, shattered. A lifetime of them. A lifetime that meant…what? He closed his eyes. Leiel. Vengeance. His purpose, chosen so long ago. The continuing imperative of his existence. And the reason he, in the name of every old god, had ended up here like this. 
At last, as clean as he could get under the circumstances, he turned and looked with distaste at the filthy clothing discarded on the floor. Nothing for it but to shake it out the best he could. He carried the pants away from the bed and knocked free the worst of the encrusted sand and dirt.
A rap sounded on the door, and he had just time enough to yank on the pants before the handle turned and Trayor stalked into the room.
“Come on in,” Cleod said. Long gone were the days when equal rank and skill demanded mutual respect. Well, time enough to correct that in the weeks to come. Cleod crossed to the dresser and picked up the rag to run over a particularly stubborn stain on his pants. It thinned under his scrubbing but did not come completely clean.
“You’re alone?” The Draighil’s gaze swept the space, measuring, then halted on Cleod. “You’re returned from…where? The bottom of a filled-in well? Where’s your vaunted pride?”
“Still in the well,” Cleod said. “What did you expect to find here? A party of whores and me swimming in a barrel of ercew?” It was only half a joke. At this moment he would happily fling himself into just such a vat. He tossed the rag down beside the basin, stopped a flinch as it landed atop the damaged ring. Straightening his shoulders, he faced Trayor. “Why are you here? More words and quibbling from the Council?”
Trayor shook his head and gave a quick, dismissive wave of his hand. “What little purpose they ever served is no longer relevant. I’m here to discuss what comes next.” He dropped himself into the chair by the window.
Cleod’s chin came up, and he squinted through the headache. He studied Trayor, registering depth behind the other man’s words that reached beyond the obvious. “You think you know what’s next.” Cleod tipped his head. “What? You believe that without the Draigon to claim as enemy, there won’t be any need for those Councilmen either?”
Trayor laughed, low and with far more amusement than the moment warranted. “Petty fools. What have they ever been but tools of either the Enclaves or the Draigon?”
With a shake of his head, Cleod bent and picked up his shirt, shook dirt from it, and pulled it on. Of course Trayor wanted to see the Councils as only tools, but time had not been kind to the Enclaves. Of the six originally founded to train men to fight the Draigon, only three remained — and of those, only two still followed the full training regime and actually produced Draighil. But every town and city of any size had a Council. How could Trayor think that was irrelevant? The arrogance of that— Cleod formed a snide reply, then stopped, holding the pale man’s gaze. “What do you know?” he demanded. All these years, the Ehlewer had kept the ruined uniform that Cleod had nearly died in on the Spur. Kept it and then repaired it. Trayor had traveled to Melbis with it. Trayor had come for Shaa knowing Cleod would also be here. A plan. Of course a plan. One long in the works and centered on Cleod and his knowledge. A plan that would affect far more than just the Enclaves. “What have you done?”
Trayor leaned back and laughed lightly. “Exactly what needed doing for years. Ensured Shaa would be the one to come for the Sacrifice in Melbis. Ensured you would help me kill the beast. With Shaa dead, what’s to stop us and the King’s best from marching north and destroying the rest of them?”
“You’re telling me the King has his army waiting at the ready under the assumption you would succeed?”
The grin the spread across Trayor’s face was all the reply Cleod needed. Old gods, could he ever have been so much a fool as to have believed the Enclaves ever let a Draighil go? All these years, all the trails and roads traveled, for what? To learn he was only ever a game piece on the board of Arnan? To learn how quickly the years of struggle for sobriety and purpose could be wiped away? To learn that the violent intent to which he had given himself long ago had ever and always been his destiny?
He turned his back on Trayor and stood staring for a moment into the dirty water in the basin. Beside it, the crumpled rag hid the ring. Hid the past. All of this had always been for Leiel. He had always been for Leiel. The headache expanded and he pressed a hand to his temple. Need creased his gut.
Behind Cleod, the chair creaked as Trayor rose to his feet. “Meet me downstairs. I’ll tell you what comes next, over as much ercew and boiled meat as you can keep down.” The door whispered open, then closed with a click. For a few breaths, Cleod stood still, then he slipped his hand under the rag and gathered the ring in a tight fist, metal pressing into his palm until it pierced skin. With a curse, he stuffed it into his pocket and bent to pull on his boots. 

      [image: image-placeholder]The dining room buzzed with speculation and uneasy chatter as the wind rattled the windows, and blowing sand etched at the glass. Seated across from Trayor at a corner table, Cleod half-listened as the Draighil recounted, with growing embellishment, the tale of Shaa’s killing for every curious citizen who approached with questions or praise.
Cleod wrapped one hand around a crockery mug, and stuffed the other into his pocket and turned the broken ring over in his fingers. Every line of the metal band, every angle of the uneven surface of the stone, etched its way into memory as he rolled it this way and that. The ache in his head expanded, and he closed his eyes.
“Not a word is reaching through your throbbing skull.” The shove of Gweld power backing Trayor’s words pierced with a sharpness all their own.
Cleod’s fingers stopped their movement, and he opened his eyes to glare at the Draighil. “Are any of them important? This story you spin as though it were truth?” Cleod raised his drink and let the ercew burn its fated way into his belly. It landed like flaming coals, and he held still to be certain it stayed down.
Something dark and frantic flared in Trayor’s eyes, something that did not match the words that followed. “We’ve a war ahead. Only you would think that what I’ve got to say about it is meaningless. So, by all means, tell me what you have planned.”
The Draighil’s tone tripped a fleeting flash of memory — a moonlit night, a field of damp grass — gone as fast as it came. “Is that what you’ve been rattling on about? The King’s army and the coming war? I thought you were regaling your admirers with tales of blood and glory.” No blood. Why had there been no blood?
Trayor laughed, and the note that had caught Cleod’s attention was gone. “That too. Better get used to it. I’m the man who killed Shaa. Whatever you make of my retellings, that remains truth, as though such is of concern to anyone.” He grinned, bending the scar on his face. “If the King isn’t wise and wary, perhaps, before this is over, I’ll be more than the greatest Draighil who ever lived.”
Cleod’s thoughts skittered, then leaped. “You want to be King?” For a moment, the idea spun terrible possibility through his mind. Then the absurdity of it crested like a building wave and broke against deeper held knowledge. Cleod laughed, full out and from the gut for the first time since Leiel had stepped from the shadows. “The King sits too far from daily admiration for your needs.”
Trayor’s jaw tightened and his eyes narrowed. Then his lips curled into a shape something between a smile and a sneer and the scar moved like a fang. “You think you know me.”
All laughter in Cleod died, and he met Trayor’s chill gaze. “I’ve always known you,” Cleod said. Young laughter and ego and skill and hard-earned pride. Fear and grief and jealous fury. All the things he and Trayor shared — past and present — now mattered only so much as it commanded action over the next days or weeks or months. Honor. The Enclaves. Pride. To what end, any of it, if not to finally end what had so long ago begun? To destroy the Draigon. Whatever treason came after, mattered little to him. “What are we riding into when we leave Melbis?”
Trayor leaned back, lowered his voice. “A kingdom primed for war. An army ready to ride north and wipe out the Draigon. An army led by the Ehlewer.”
“You mean led by you.”
Trayor simply smiled.
With a shake of his head, Cleod braced his elbows on the table. “By the time we reach Sibora, it will be the heart of winter. No army will march across Spur country, much less to the Great Northern Range before spring.” Trayor laughed, certainty brimming his words. “But it’s Draigon we face. And what is their greatest power? Look outside. Draigon Weather. Heat and fire. Even before we learned their greatest weakness, winter was the only time to strike. The very things that make this time of year dangerous for armies will be negated. To stop us, they have to stop winter as well. No blizzards. No thigh deep snow. No broken supply chains. No chance of freezing to death. In all the centuries of record — only a handful of Draigon remain.” He laughed, reached for his own mug and took a deep drink. “And Shaa is dead. Their leader. The only one really worth fearing. And when I march north with the greatest Farlan army ever assembled, with every Draigre from every Enclave,” He paused. “With you.” Another drink, another widening grin. “We’ll destroy the monsters forever. And then, if you think I will be unable to demand whatever I want as tribute — well, you say you know me. I look forward to watching your face when you realize your latest mistake.”
Cleod’s voice held ice. “Generous of you to assume I’ll make none between now and then.” They had underestimated the Draigon for centuries…and yet Trayor’s words made uncomfortable sense. The Draigon were few. Even if every girl and woman they had taken through the centuries still lived and was one of them now, that was how many? A few hundred? That might matter if all were capable of becoming the monsters he knew…but were they? No evidence of that existed. How many Draigon did the histories record as claiming Sacrifice? Two dozen? And how many of those had fallen to a Draighil blade? More than half. And the only new beast anyone had seen in decades was the one that had taken flight from here.
The ache in his skull expanded, violent and ringing. He raised the mug and forced down a long drink, and his next words slurred. “And that you’ll make no mistakes yourself.”
“Damned drunk.” Trayor waved his hand for a serving boy to replenish their drinks. “If nothing else, it saves on my cuila.”
Rage slipped between the pulses of pain in Cleod’s skull, and he bent his head, squeezed closed his eyes. Some understanding slipped vague and half-acknowledged through his mind before pain overwhelmed it. Cuila. Trayor. A plan to destroy the Draigon. Why not? In all the unfolding madness, why not?
The pounding in his skull demanded comfort and the click of crockery settling on the table rang like a bell. He reached for the fresh offering and downed it with something akin to desperation.






  
  Chapter 5
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Kilras - 46 years


Step after step, the mare carried Kilras north through the desperate dust and dryness of each merciless day. Despite the endurance of years spent on the trail, the unbroken hours of days in the saddle brought a steady ache to his knees. Every part of him creaked through the coating of dust and grime that pressed into the fine lines around his eyes and each seam of his clothing. Not even the tight-woven brekko kept it all from his lungs. Twice this night he had stopped to change the cloth he had woven through the mare’s bridle to protect her from the worst of the particulate grit. Riding head bent against the wind did nothing to ease the worry in his mind or the anger twisting his heart. Only reaching into his bag and gripping the crystal of Draigon blood helped, though he did not understand the instinct that pressed him to reach for it at all. His fingers itched for it now, but instead he reached for the canteen slung from the pommel. The water was tepid against his lips, but he welcomed every drop. 
Well supplied though he had been at the start, scarcity of the precious liquid threatened more each day. After the second, he found shelter to sleep through the boiling daytimes and traveled only at night. Did Leiel consider that this violent deepening of Draigon Weather would harm her potential allies as much as it held off her enemies? Unlikely, burdened as she must be with the weight of the events that unfolded in Melbis. And if she thought of such things, what would she do differently? What would he do in her place? Pointless consideration. His own choices lay stark over his thoughts. Could he have acted, somehow, differently or sooner, to disrupt the pattern that led to such loss as they all now carried? And did it matter at all that he could look back and say, yes, perhaps? Because there existed no chance to affect those moments where the possibility of change had dwelt. Too late, ever and always, to look back and wish for alternate action, or the wisdom to guess future consequence.
Behind, traveling south with what he hoped was all purposeful speed, Sehina and Rimm and Nae led the caravan to Giddor and safety. What would become of them, his friends, his chosen and created family? Despite what he had told them, how much did they understand about events unfolding across Arnan? Would the knowledge he had imparted, and their own steady natures, be enough to keep them safe? Were they far enough ahead of the news of Shaa’s death and the truth about the Draigon to not be connected with the events that now marked Melbis? If the old gods were anything more than mortal women ensconced atop a distant mountain, Kilras might have prayed.
He sighed and swung out of the saddle to give the mare a break. One of Sehina’s best trained, he trusted the horse over any terrain, day or dark, but the relentless heat and limited water worked against both of them. What rest he could offer her while still maintaining steady progress, he would give. Ahead, somewhere, Leiel and the healer, Teska, worked their way across the rolling plains. Another day might see them into light forest and rolling, broken hills. Far from the main trade road, their cross-country route discouraged pursuit. Little good it would do them if Cleod and Trayor organized to pick up the trail. More than luck made that unlikely — the storm Leiel had set served both to cover her tracks and punish those tempted to pursuance. A benefit to her and her charge, but torment to Kilras and his mare.
Kilras offered up sincere words of gratitude to Kinra and Aweir and Gahree and all their training in survival and wayfinding. Though useful through his years of travel, those hard-learned skills mattered more than ever as he followed in the wake of a Draigon determined to not be caught.
The mare snorted and shook her head, rattling bit and reins. “Easy,” he said. “We’ll stop with the dawn. There’s ground to cover yet.” As though she understood his words, she settled, walking steadily beside him.
Then, for a moment, the wind abated, and as the dust slowly settled out of the air, the moon washed him in silver light. With a sigh, he reached up and pulled down the brekko, breathed in mostly-clear air for the first time in days. Would it last? Had Leiel’s rage and pain eased enough that she would lift the storm, if not the heat of Draigon Weather? Doing so would make her journey easier as well. Unless — he scanned ahead — unless he was close enough to be sharing in clear air she positioned over herself and her companion. Was it possible that he had gained ground on them? Only one way to tell.
He stood still, measuring the risk of detection by hostile parties and the potential force of his own banked fury. Limits marred choice. He surrendered to the first true need he had encountered in years, and opened his senses to the full awareness of Gweld.
Like a golden flood, it washed outward from where he stood, a rolling wave of brilliance and delicate connection that pulled together pieces of his mind and spirit long held separate. For the sake of peace and Cleod’s sanity, for Kilras’s own protection and that of those in his charge, decades had passed since he allowed himself to unfurl the entirety of his connection to the world around him, to feed the full depths of his soul. He swayed where he stood, rocked by the return of something he, until this moment, refused to acknowledge that he missed with a desperation that bordered on agony.
Wind on high! Was this what kind of unanswered need that Cleod felt when he craved the ercew, the cuila? If so, then the other man’s decade-long-abstinence was nothing short of miraculous. But no…Gweld did not possess, did not carve out dark depths of spirit, did not shatter conscience, or render friendship and will and choice irrelevant. Only the Enclave’s madness-inducing drug-plant could warp this dazzling experience into something that demanded pain and brutality to wield. Had Cleod ever experienced Gweld without Overlash — Gweld like this, natural, essential, sublime, unifying — would Trayor have been able to lay claim to the darkest parts of Cleod’s soul?
Standing still in the brief respite of moonlight, something important, shadowed and as yet unformed, almost moved into view of Kilras’s senses. But before he could grasp it, a flicker of something far distant, at the very edge of his expanded perception snared his attention. Another Gweld-touched awareness, hot and bright and relentless. A consciousness that burned with determination and a heat not unlike that sweltering the air around him.
He drew a breath and loosed a needle-thin arrow of intention across the leagues separating that mind from his own. And waited. Like a star being born in velvet night, he witnessed the moment that deliberate message connected across the void. For several seconds, nothing happened, and around him nothing stirred, not even the mare. Then the wind kicked up again, but this time, not in a battering swirl of storm, but in a sharing, cooling breeze that pushed away the dust that remained in the air and opened a clear sky above him. It swept the sky clean and moved on, left the night cooler, and the landscape visible all the way to the starlit horizon.
Tension slid from his shoulders like water. “Many thanks,” he offered to the distant entity, and shuttered the glowing sense that edged all the world in gold. Best to contain it, not yet get lost in it. Because need dictated that he relearn to make full use of the skill in the days to come.






  
  Chapter 6
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Leiel


Days crawled into nights as Leiel and Teska made their way north, each one harder and hotter and more wearing than the last. And while the wisdom of Gahree’s long years of teaching might linger in Leiel’sheart, reaching it was, at least for now, marked by pain all but too brutal to bear. Only time would change that, and this morning marked not yet time enough. 
“Leiel—?” Teska’s voice carried on the morning air.
Leiel raised her head to see the healer standing on the top of the low bank. The light had brightened enough that the tired lines on the other woman’s face showed clearly. Soon the sun would break into view, and with it would come the first taste of truly brutal heat, unlifted despite Gahree’s death. Unlifted because Leiel held the weather, like her sorrow and her anger, close and tight. The energy of the storm she perfectly measured to last until a reason for dismissal could be found and wielded like mercy. Such seemed unimaginable this moment.
Then the worried excitement in Teska’s expression registered, and Gweld sparked a rainbow fervor of lines and swirls across Leiel’s vision. “He’s in sight?”
“No, but he’s closer. Much. I can almost see him without seeing him.”
Leiel nodded, straightened from filling their canteens and came up from the scraggling creek to join Teska. And if Leiel was nearly ready again to claim the Great Shape and fly them north, one thing remained to be confronted — the man who followed them, unerring, at the border of her senses. Whether because she recognized the imprint of his presence, or because she had spent the last days more alert than she had ever been, she felt him in the distance though she had yet to catch sight of him. Kilras Dorn, following them north.
The unsubtle impact of his Gweld-backed message rocked her. Whatever had happened in Melbis after the Sacrifice had driven him from the life he had built over three decades. Where were the rest of his people? Where was Cleod?
Leiel’s stomach churned and she blinked hard, set her jaw. Her thoughts swirled, threatening to tumble her mind into chaos and her heart into a spiral of guilt. She sucked breath, and shook herself. No time for any of that. No time for self-pity. She knew too little about the events unfolding behind her. Kilras would have that information. And he would understand her grief in a way Teska never could.
“Gather your things,” Leiel said. “We make for higher ground.” 

      [image: image-placeholder]Flat on her stomach, ignoring the pebbles and roots that dug into her hip bones and forearms, Leiel gazed out over the landscape. The week since she and Teska had walked away from Melbis seemed an eternity, edged by a fog of grief and anger.
Movement shivered out of the heat-cast mirage at the edge of the horizon. From her vantage on the tree-broken ridgeline she watched him cross the long valley that marked the end of the plains. Head bent, leading his mount in the high light of the midday sun, he moved with steady, purposeful strides. He stopped near where she and Teska had camped last night, walked down into the ragged trees to water his horse and fill his canteens, then moved toward them again.
Sprawled on her belly beside Leiel in the narrow patch of shade cast by a stand of stunted, wind-bent firs, Teska stirred, impatient. “That’s him? The caravan leader?”
Leiel flicked a glance at the other woman. “Yes.”
The healer raised up a little on her elbows and squinted down at the man. The air thickened in a way Leiel had come to recognize as signaling a level of attention that tapped Teska’s instinctive access to Gweld. Wind and wings! What would she be able to do with that skill if she gained the Great Shape?
In the valley, Kilras slowed, stopped. He raised his head and scanned the mountains before him until at last he fixed his gaze in Teska’s direction.
The healer drew a sharp breath, and when Leiel glanced at her, the younger woman’s expression was pinched with something more than surprise. “How?”
“Gweld,” Leiel said.
“The word you use to describe how I can see enai?” Teska looked at Leiel.
“It’s the word most use to name such skill, yes.” She lifted her chin a fraction toward Kilras. “And he has known how to use it for almost as long as either of us has been alive. And how to sense it in use.”
“But—” Teska began, looking back toward the figure in the distance. She frowned as though considering something, then shook her head. “He knows we’re here.”
Below, Kilras started walking again, his mare trailing behind him, moving directly toward them. The narrow notch that breached the ridge several dozen paces from where they crouched was not the easiest route into this range. To have selected it meant that his pause and fixation of attention in their direction were not at all random.
“He knows.” Leiel pushed her self back onto her knees and brushed crushed leaf bits from her shirt. “What do you see in him?”
Again, Teska shook her head. “Distance muddies my skill.”
“Yet, you reached out anyway.”
The healer smiled faintly. “Since I’ve no longer any need to hold back what I can do, I might as well test the limits of it.”
Despite the weight in her heart, Leiel’s lips twitched upward. She remembered feeling the same way, once she gained her freedom, though her realization had not come quite as swiftly as Teska’s. Was that because Teska had been raised with more freedom of mind and action than Leiel had ever dreamed to know? Or was it simply part of who Teska was, that she adapted so quickly to the idea? Perhaps it was simply easier to expand on what she was already comfortable with, than to dwell on the events that had led them to this point. The thought crushed Leiel’s grin. She swallowed, her throat thick. Time would be the test, for both of them. She looked down on the man walking toward the mountains. The test for all of them.
Leiel got to her feet and offered a hand to Teska. “We might as well set camp. He’ll be most of the afternoon crossing that valley, and in need of what hospitality we can provide once he arrives.”
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Leiel


She met him where the trail began to flatten toward the crest of the notch. He moved slowly over the rocky terrain, letting the mare behind him pick her way with care, his gaze sweeping ahead with sharp attention. When it found hers across the arid, empty space, he paused, then crossed the remaining distance between them. The mare’s shoes rang on the stone and echoed off the ridgeline behind her. 
He stopped before Leiel and lifted off his burgundy hat to run a hand back through his hair with the same calm control that she remembered from their brief encounter in Melbis.
“Kilras Dorn.”
He shook his head. “Kilras Hantyn.”
Her breath hitched. If he had chosen to reclaim the name he was known by among the Draigon, then the situation he had left behind must be darker than she imagined. What had happened? How many more had been hurt or endangered by her actions, by the events unfolding because of her choices? Shivering despite the warm air and the Draigon heat deep in her spine, she pressed her lips together, trying to contain the tug of tears in the back of her throat. She managed quiet words. “So bad?” What was coming? What had she set in motion?
He nodded, returned his hat to his head. The mare beside him nudged her nose into his shoulder, and he slipped his arm under her chin to scratch her far cheek. “You’ve found water up here?” He flicked his gaze over the stark terrain.
That simple, practical concern shook her attention back to the moment. “Yes. A healthy spring. Come.” She turned and led the way over the stone toward a scraggly stand of trees near a granite outcrop.

      [image: image-placeholder]The mare snuffled her nose into the low depression among the stones, sighed as she found the water and settled to quenching her thirst. Kilras held her reins, made sure she did not over-indulge.
Silence hung in the air as Leiel studied the him. Dirty, trail weary, he stood with a contained poise that reflected hard-earned confidence. Every word she had read of his, every story she had dragged from Delhar and… Wynt…and Gahree… She shook herself from clutching memory. Every line scribed by Kilras’s hand had been carved by a selfaware honesty that could cut to the bone. How many years had she wondered about this man? Despite having read his book-length letters to Delhar, despite dozens of conversations with those who had known him in his youth, Leiel’s curiosity about the person who had taken it upon himself to save Cleod’s life had grown year by year. A thousand questions unfolded in her mind. As many as she was certain he had for her. And something more important. “I finally get to thank you.”
He returned the slightest flicker of a smile. “You’re welcome.”
Leiel nodded. “But you never did it for me.”
“I did it for Gahree,” he said. “At least at first. Then for me. And for him. Cleod is worth saving.”
“Even now?” she asked. Gahree’s body draining crystalline blood into the brittle grasses and cracked soil of the plains…
Kilras looked at her. “Cleod is Cleod.”
When I am grown, I will be a Draighil. “Stubborn.”
“Loyal.”
Her heart dropped like a tossed stone. “To all the wrong things.”
“It often seems that way.”
She gazed back, swallowed pride. “You’ve spent years with him. Tell me what I don’t know, that I need to now.” It burned to her core — that the horror of Melbis had cracked the certainty that had driven her to confront Cleod, had shadowed her assurance of self and vision and deed. And yet she knew Cleod. Knew him still. The way she knew the beat of her heart and her breath and the heat that lived along her spine. She believed it. She had to. Because in that belief lay what sustained her, always — what Gahree died to protect — hope.
The mare shook her head hard, rattling tack, then snorted and dipped her nose back into the water. The faintest breeze whispered the air, unexpected, and was gone. Another few heartbeats passed, then Kilras said, “Not loyal to the wrong things. To whatever he cares about enough to allow it to give him purpose — especially to protect.”
She considered, felt the truth of his words, said, “For a long time, that has been you and your caravan and his friends among you. Before that, the Ehlewer.”
Kilras nodded. “And that was for your sake.”
She shook her head. “I spoke with him then. It was more than that. The Ehlewer became the purpose you spoke of. Look what they have been able to shift him to once again.”
Again, silence fell between them. “And yet, when he fought Shaa on the Spur for you, it took only that encounter with the truth to crack his connection to the Enclaves.”
Leiel shifted, took a step closer, and held his gaze. “You are saying I should have done more — told him more then.”
Kilras shook his head. “No. When he was fully Draighil? It took Shaa to reach him, and then it was only in Gweld.”
Now, how had he known that? She blinked, then shook herself, reminded herself of what she had told Teska only hours before. Kilras had known the Draigon, known Gweld, since before she was born. “Are you playing at being Gahree — telling me things I already know?”
A low laugh came from the man. “I’m nothing like Gahree,” he said. “But I learned from her. Just as you did."
Hot and bitter, a weight pressed through Leiel’s throat and into her chest. It was hard to swallow, hard to breathe. Gahree was gone. Her knowledge and her singular way of sharing it, through story and humor and wit, lost. Could the Draigon recover from that? Would they survive the coming war to even try? And what could Leiel do to save either legacy?
He added, “But neither of us will ever be her.”
Were her thoughts so obvious? “Never.”
“It’s not judgment. No one should try to be.” His words held a touch of selfrecrimination. She smiled, raised her eyebrows.
With a wry shrug, he said, “I’ve gotten used to being right.”
Between them, unasked, hung the question that weighted every word spoken. Soft, but firm, she said, “I went to him because I felt it in him — the same thing that drove him to seek the Enclaves, to face Shaa the first time in Adfen. That anger — that need to make things right. He wanted what happened in Melbis — perhaps not as it happened — but he wanted — Shaa….” Her words twisted into silence. But she remembered — what it was like for desired revenge to take hold, to rip her soul from purpose. Then she shook herself and continued. “He would have sought the battle, Kilras Dorn, whether I showed myself or not.”
“Given Trayor Draighil’s presence in Melbis, I cannot disagree,” he said, but something hard marred the words, and his gaze shifted inward for a heartbeat as he spoke.
“Used to being right.” She repeated his words. “And in charge.”
He grunted, brought full attention back to her. “That too.” He patted the mare’s neck. “Though that might be useful, going forward.”
Her shoulders stiffened. Had he been so long away from Cyunant that he had forgotten how Draigon
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