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Chapter One Leaving Day

it swells somewhere between a riddle and a warning, an untamed immensity which is at once fathomless and terrifying and beautiful. The sea, they say, is so deep that it could swallow the Eirias Mountains three times over, so vast that no human could cross it alone, so powerful that it could kill in an instant. It’s different in every story I have heard. Different, supposedly, in every moment. Even its colour can’t be defined. At dawn, it is lavender, or orchid, or amaranth. At dusk, it is apricot, or apple peel, or cardinal red. By night, every variety of shadow. By day, any possible combination of greys and greens and blues and silvers. It is too strange, I sometimes think, to truly exist. My idea of the sea is a fairy tale, formed from the words of songs we can no longer sing.

But sometimes, when I close my eyes, I’m certain I can taste its salt on my tongue, feel its squalls tearing at my dark chestnut hair, smell its bitter scent lacing through the wool of my clothes like a spoor. Its waves wash in and out of my mind, leaving their fierce music to linger there, and I know then that it is real. Its promise leaves an ache in my bones that I have spent too long trying to ignore.

Perhaps it is the same feeling that drives the other women out of the forest… A longing so powerful that they are willing to risk everything, though what they want is completely different.

I have been given five opportunities to go, and still I have never been tempted to travel through the wind in search of a man to bond with. By any reckoning, it is reckless to leave when in every gust, every gale, every draught, the Coraniaid are waiting, invisible claws unsheathed, to steal your words and, with them, your soul.

It was the wraith women of the mountains who first drove Cambrians into the country’s darkest crevices. Settlements like ours had to be hidden deep in the forests, caves, and valleys. Only there, where the wind can’t reach, where the Coraniaid can’t listen, can anyone speak without fear of being attacked.

We’ve all seen people fall to them: sometimes, mercifully, death comes quickly; other times, the attack is a slow, torturous wounding. And you never know how many years they will take. We’re raised to understand that the wind only has to catch one careless word, and they will descend to slurp it up and gobble it away, and with it, some fraction of your life. Over generations, we have adapted, but I know how the quiet weighs on people, how it drives them to dream of somewhere else.

By necessity, our settlements are small. It would be impossible for every woman of childbearing age to find a bond in this secluded place of old friends and close relations, so, every leaving day, any girl who has reached womanhood and wants a child, packs her satchel and walks willingly out of the forest.

‘Excitable fools,’ I mumble, when I look up from the breakfast table and notice Alys, Gwen and Ffion’s horses already saddled and tethered to the big oak at the centre of our settlement on the frosty dawn of leaving day. Bulging satchels hang from each stirrup, waiting to be hoisted onto the girls’ backs when they mount. My eyes move involuntarily to my own satchel, shoved into the corner by the door, where I’d hoped the shadows might allow me to forget about it, and I swallow my trepidation with a stubborn lump of buttered bread.

‘It’s all in the nose,’ my mother says from behind me. She is lacing my hair into a tight plait, and I am trying not to wince at the tension in her rough hands. ‘A good strong bridge is what you want. It shows stability in a man.’

I grumble as my head snaps back at a particularly fierce tug.

‘Your grandmother swore by weatherworn skin. A hardworking man, she said, makes for a virile man.’ She pauses, thoughtful. ‘Then again, Aunty Eirlys always claimed it was in the legs. You need a man, she’d say, with legs like the trunk of a tree. Solid. They’re the ones who put down roots.’

Her hands reach the small of my back, and she loops the ends of my hair into a knot to secure the plait. I don’t like the style, preferring to wear my hair loose, but it is convenient for travel. She leans close to my ear.

‘Don’t mention that to your father, though,’ she says. ‘Have you never noticed how skinny his legs are? And here we are. You, and only you, while Aunty Eirlys has six boys to prove her right.’

I huff at this and, throwing down the remaining chunk of bread, rise from the table. I shake my head, to feel the heavy plait pendulum between my shoulder blades, and say, ‘Thank you.’ I do appreciate her need to offer advice, but I never want to talk when I’m nervous. I rarely want to talk at all. And though the tendency has gained me few friends over the years, it will surely set me in good stead when we finally leave the forest and must stay mute until we reach the north. Or, in my case, the west.

‘You must be particular, Arianwen,’ my mother continues, and as I shuffle past her, she grasps my wrist gently. ‘Don’t give yourself to any man who shows you interest. You have to… You must…’

‘Don’t you think I have more self-respect than that?’

‘I do,’ my mother is quick to assure me. ‘I just… I want you to…’ Her hold on my wrists softens even further, so that it is only the breath of a touch. She turns to the fire she laid in the hearth before dawn, which crackles steadily now, easing the chill of the first day of April. ‘You’re such a loner, Ari. I don’t want you to set your heart on the first man you find just to get it over with. I want you to find someone you can actually love.’

‘Mam!’ I groan.

‘No,’ she insists. ‘Listen. I don’t care if it takes five more years – if you need to, you come home, and you wait.’

‘You don’t want me home,’ I protest, slipping my wrist free and stepping across to the fireside, where my bone harp waits. I retrieve its leather casing and begin the troublesome business of manoeuvring it inside; the fit is purposefully tight, to protect the instrument. ‘I’m twenty-one,’ I say. ‘Soon enough, I’ll be too old to take the pilgrimage.’

‘You know there’s no restriction once you turn seventeen.’

‘True,’ I reply, my words muffled by their proximity to the harp case. ‘But there’ll be no competing with the younger girls when I’m a thirty-year-old hag.’ I finally coax the case around the curve of the harp and pull the strapping taut. ‘There!’

‘You’re not taking that with you?’ my mother asks.

The harp has been a point of contention between us since the moment I first plucked its gut strings. I had found the instrument, dirty and discarded, amongst a pile of mismatched belongings that a visiting dragon dealer had laid out for sale one bartering day. ‘Donated’, he claimed, by the family of a man who had recently died, though I suspected they were stolen. The harp was the only item worth swapping my hard-won trio of red grouse for, and though the dealer had sneered when I’d held them up, dangling plumply by their twined feet, I’d seen the hunger in his eyes. It was no surprise when he snatched the birds from my fist, grunted, and thrust the harp at me in return.

Later that night, I sat on my bed and studied the perfect crescent curve of the harp’s pillar by candlelight. A rib bone, perhaps? It would have to belong to an enormous beast. But there was a heaviness to the base and crown which persuaded me that it must. A whale? A shudder of excitement ran down my spine at the thought. Could I really be holding whalebone in my palms? It was a possibility, wasn’t it?

I traced a fingertip over the grotesques carved into the crown, the shoulder, the neck, searching for a clue as to its origins, but I could make no sense of the story they depicted. I still can’t.

‘Of course I’m taking it,’ I reply at length.

She sighs, but stifles any urge to ask me not to. ‘Perhaps you can play it for the women you are travelling with,’ she says quietly. ‘It might help get you acquainted.’

Little chance of that. Alys, Gwen, and Ffion all turned seventeen this past winter. They have been firm friends since girlhood. I will be an unwanted addition to their group. And besides, my ability to play the harp has never brought me anything but jealousy and disdain. I had allowed anyone who asked to play it, happy to share its beauty with those who were interested, but no one had ever managed to make it sound a note except me. Perhaps it was because they had thought it tatty and worthless, while I found it fascinating. The oddity of it. The ingenuity. The isolation of our settlements means that we don’t, can’t, afford to waste anything, so it’s hardly surprising that someone fashioned the bones into an instrument. However clean and polished a bone might be, though, you can’t hold it without sensing the spirit of the animal it once bore, some whisper of how our own bones sit inside us, waiting for the day when they too will be exposed. It is brutal and beautiful.

‘I don’t need to make friends,’ I say, hooking my arms into the straps of the harp case. My father had made it for me when he realised that I intended to become an expert, so that I could carry it with me at all times, and his care is evident in the fact that the stitching is all on the side that does not make contact with my back, in the padding wrapped around the straps. It is no shock that he is making himself scarce this morning. His desire to have grandchildren has not surpassed his need to keep his only daughter safe.

I reach for the pendant which swings around my neck: a ring of white bone my father gifted me at birth. Its inner curve was always smooth, but it has been made smoother still by my years of worrying and rubbing at it. I’ve always treated it as a talisman of sorts, a comfort for my restless hands, and the harp, I noticed the first time I held it, felt so similar to it – the way it warmed to the temperature of my hands, as the pendant did my pale neck.

I do not notice my mother approaching me until I feel her hands around my upper arms. Though she is jutting her chin high in an effort not to cry, the firelight makes orbuculums of her tears.

‘Make allies of the other women,’ she whispers. ‘You never know when you might need their help. Yes, even you.’ Her words are slow and deliberate; she has been rehearsing these warnings. ‘Don’t be too trusting of strangers. And if you should see one, don’t approach a dragon unless it is accompanied by a dealer. Keep your father’s hunting knife strapped to your body at all times. And if you find your bond tomorrow, Ari, make certain to wait until after May Day to conceive. You must. Do you understand me? When the Scream starts, it will be painful, but you can tolerate it so long as you are not pregnant… Ari?’

I nod my understanding. I’d assent to anything to stop this awkward conversation. Besides, we’ve been raised on these warnings. They are threaded through our nursery rhymes and bedtime stories. They are as familiar as our own thoughts.

She draws in a deep breath. ‘What else? What else?’

‘Be silent, be safe,’ I offer, smiling. It is the familiar mantra people always share on parting, but it has never been more pertinent than it is now. If I am to survive the journey, I must accomplish it without uttering a single word. It is fortunate, then, that the quiet has always come naturally to me.

My mother draws me into a suffocating embrace, and I allow her to cry into my neck for long minutes before I say, ‘Mam!’

‘Not yet,’ she breathes. ‘Please. Not yet.’

I inhale the sweet earthy fragrance of the yarrow plant soap she rubs into her hair. Today, it is made bitter by the woodsmoke that has suffused the kitchen. Beneath it, the familiar warmth of her skin finds my nose; it is a scent that matches my own. Yes, we bicker and snipe, as any mother and daughter will, but I am going to miss her horribly.

‘If I don’t go and get Manon ready, the others will leave without me.’

‘Oh, I know.’ My mother sniffs. She leans back and slaps me lightly on the chest, above the place where my heart beats, then wipes her tears on her sleeve. ‘You’ll understand when you have children of your own,’ she says.

‘Yes,’ I reply, because there is no way I can tell her that I don’t intend to have children of my own. Not now. Not ever. Or that I won’t be staying with Alys, Gwen, and Ffion as they journey north to other settlements. Or that once we leave the forest, I will be bound for the west. Because what I am searching for is not a new home, or a man, or the possibility of a child, but the bright and endless sea.

To avoid any further conversation, I stare into the fire as I allow her to pull my olive-green cloak snugly around me and fasten it at my collarbone with her brooch. Another gift. Another talisman. The gold is shaped to resemble a trail of dainty flowers: catkins, belonging to the oaks we live amongst.

‘To remind you,’ she says. And though I say nothing in return, I clutch it as I push open the door of the only home I have ever known, inhale the close, earthy scent of the trees, and take my first step towards everything I have ever wanted.






Chapter Two Escape

in springtime, the darkness in the deep forest seems inescapable. Leaves unfurl from bare branches, eclipsing the occasional glimpses of bleak white sky the winter had afforded us. Snow flurries are replaced by drooping catkins. Shafts of sunlight are absorbed by the creamy-white bouquets of rowan trees. As the tree canopy thickens, and the moss-covered earth grows more cushioned underfoot, we anticipate the arrival of the dragon dealers carrying letters, supplies, and news, with greater excitement. They are the only connection between the settlements of the forests and the caves. Well, them and now us.

Manon, my dappled grey mare, is the largest of the four horses we have brought on our pilgrimage, but I don’t encourage her to pace ahead. Instead, I position her behind Gwen’s sorrel gelding and, dropping the reins, allow her to lower her head and slouch after the others. Ahead of Gwen, Ffion rides a golden bay nervously, her knuckles white around the reins, though the chunky gelding seems placid enough. Leading our party is Alys, whose dark bay mare walks with her head and her hooves too high and skitters at every passing sound.

None of them look particularly comfortable on their chosen mounts, and I wonder if they’ve ever ridden these horses before. I reach forward and cup the hot curl of Manon’s ear in my hand; its tufty texture is as familiar as the strings of my harp. The mare flicks her ear out of my grip and gives a quick snort, then turns it backwards again. ‘Sorry, girl,’ I murmur. She is at the rear of the herd, so she is listening for any danger that might approach from behind. At the front, Alys’ horse has her ears peaked firmly forward. The sorrel gelding and the golden bay both have one ear angled forward and one back. It amazes me that horses can organise themselves like this without a single word shared. There is so much we could learn about communication from them.

We have already been travelling for several hours, but the forest has not yet started to thin. It is still safe to speak here, where the wind does not steal between the trees, but the other women have grown increasingly quiet as we’ve ridden away from home. Fear, probably, but I’m not sorry when their small talk stumbles to a stop.

‘We should find somewhere to camp about an hour before dusk,’ I say eventually, ‘so that we have plenty of time to scout the area.’ It will not take long to prepare for rest. We will sleep around a fire, our satchels doubling as pillows and the rough blankets we have folded under our saddles as eiderdowns. But we will need to make ourselves aware of our surroundings, locate the nearest hollowed-out tree or scoop of low-lying land, where we might hide if needs be.

My suggestion is met with silence.

I fumble in my breast pocket for the brass square of my father’s compass box and, flicking it open, consider the trembling indication of the needle. It is hovering over the orienting arrow, but it does not seem certain it should be there. I contemplate the view over my left shoulder: it’s the same as all the rest; trees pressed close in sentinel formation. I can’t imagine how my father navigates the forest when he is out hunting. Though I’m sure he does not venture this far in pursuit of the hares, deer, and occasional wild boar which feed us through the coldest months. My mother has certainly never strayed so far from home. They, like me, have lived their entire lives in Hengoed.

The same is true of Alys, Gwen, and Ffion. What any of us know of Cambria’s north comes from gossip the dragon dealers trail behind them, for they trade in tattle as well as whatever they can sell or barter. I’ve never much liked the dealers. They’re too fond of themselves and their status, and far too keen to encourage the girls who fawn over them. They’re greeted like royalty for managing to tame those mercurial beasts once sent to plague the land, and while I have no reason to doubt their claims – that the best of their number travel silently between the fortresses of the north and the seaports of the south, carrying the deals of important merchants and the secrets of princes and the orders of generals – I couldn’t help but observe that the dealers who came to Hengoed possessed none of the mystery of such important spies. They felt to me like charlatans, who would sell you brass jewellery and call it a charm while offering paltry sums for the fine carvings and rich tinctures we traded in return.

Still, starved of any other communication, the people of Hengoed fell on their scraps of information like hounds, and what we learnt in snippets and rumours is that if we travel far enough northwards, we will eventually discover the immensity of the Eirias Mountains, the icy peaks of which disappear into the bellies of the clouds. There are reportedly a small number of castle settlements dotted in their looming shadows, but most northern communities are positioned as far as possible from the mountains, whose sprawling cave systems offer safety from the Coraniaid who haunt their pinnacles only for the dragons who have claimed them.

I should have written to Llior, told her that I was finally undertaking the pilgrimage, asked her how many of the stories rang true. But it has been four years since my only friend’s leaving day, and she has not written since that first summer, when she spilled her joy onto a page that did not reach me – wet, torn, and a little scorched at the edges – for several months: she was married to the prince of Caer y Brenin Castle and they would soon welcome their first child. By the time I worked out what I should write in return, she would, I calculated, already be nursing her newborn, so I scrunched the letter into a ball and threw it into the fire. I had no news to share with her.

We trundle on now, letting our horses set the pace. Alys sits high and straight-backed in the saddle, her smooth neck extended like a swan’s, perhaps practising the grace she hopes will secure her a bond. Ffion hums faintly, attempting to calm herself as she jolts from side to side against the rhythm of her gelding’s lethargic plod. Gwen, though, has started to relax into her seat. If something spooks the horses, I tell myself, it is the sorrel gelding I will encourage Manon to move with.

When the fractured light that splays through the trees dims from silver to charcoal grey, we dismount and tether the horses, then pull our satchels from our backs and search out the softest moss to make our beds on. Ffion eyes my harp case as I unhook it from my back, where it had been hidden beneath my satchel, but she does not ask what it contains.

As we build our fire, the horses sway closer to one another and doze, dropping their heads and resting their hind legs. Later, we will loosen their tethers so that they can lie down to sleep deeply, but for now, while ravens rush to their roosts ahead of the falling dusk and bats erupt into the sky to hunt, it seems safer to wait for the night to deepen and calm. Anywhere around us, concealed by the verdure, wolves or lynxes might be prowling nearer, and if that is the case, the horses will be the first to sense their approach.

Once the fire is hissing and snapping, and we’ve settled to eat our cured ham, bread, and cheese, the women can’t help but begin to fantasise about what they will find in the north.

‘Eirias’ lakes are said to be the most beautiful in all of Cambria,’ Ffion says dreamily.

‘We’re hardly going for the lakes!’ Alys replies.

‘I’m sure the men will be beautiful, too,’ says Gwen.

‘I’ve heard,’ I put in, pausing to tear off a chunk of bread, then speaking through it as it rolls between my teeth, ‘that men raised in the west are better lovers.’

Three heads whip around to stare at me. Ffion’s cheeks are already scarlet. Gwen’s mouth hangs open like that of a caught fish. I fancy that even Alys is slightly flushed. Are they really so coy? Perhaps, if I wanted to, I might stand a chance of attracting a man after all, even when pitted against the allure of Alys’ gleaming onyx hair, or Gwen’s delicate features and rose-petal cheeks, or Ffion’s tiny waist and ample bust. How are they going to take a man to bed if they can’t even talk about the act?

I splutter into laughter, and though Gwen and Ffion’s lips lift into small smiles in response, Alys only turns back to the fire and frowns into its flames.

‘Aren’t you worried?’ she asks finally. She keeps her head down and picks at the edge of a thumbnail, though there is no cracked skin there. Her fingers, I notice, are as slim and elegant as willow. She really would be lovely, if she weren’t so knotted up in herself.

‘About what?’ I ask.

There are a thousand things to worry about: getting lost in the forest; hungry bears; falling ill on the road; snake bites; injured horses; running short of food; being robbed by other travellers; forgetting yourself, uttering a single word into the wind, and sacrificing years of your life. And that’s before you consider the strange, violent storms that have been growing more frequent of late. Or the dragons.

‘The Scream,’ Alys hisses. ‘We can’t fight something we don’t understand. We don’t even know where it comes from or—’

‘It’s got to be the Coraniaid,’ Gwen interjects, her mouth working too quickly so that she gabbles. ‘They steal words, voices. We know that much. They must conjure them all back and expel them into the wind as one hideous shriek. That’s what I think the Scream is.’

‘Why would they do that on the same day every year?’ Ffion says.

‘I don’t know.’ Gwen fidgets with the button of her cloak. ‘Perhaps they hold all the voices inside themselves and need to empty them out before they can steal more. Or perhaps they gather all the voices up to make that one sound, knowing that it holds enough power to cause… the damage they want to inflict.’

She is talking about the miscarriages. Long ago, back when the plagues were new, it was discovered that any woman who was pregnant on May Day, when the Scream sounded, would lose her baby. That’s why the pilgrimage begins the month before, in hopes that an opportunity to get pregnant will arise soon after the Scream.

‘Look, nobody really knows what the Scream is, or where it comes from,’ Ffion says. ‘Do they? My grandmother used to say it was Cambria herself. That the land was letting out a battle cry as she sought revenge on the ancestors who sacrificed her to the Coraniaid.’

‘Once a year, for centuries,’ Alys replies. ‘That’s some grudge!’

This conversation, I know, will chase itself in circles until midnight. Ffion is right. Nobody truly knows the origin of the Scream. What is known is that, under the increasing threat of invasion, ancient Cambrians pleaded with their gods to keep their lands safe. The gods agreed, but in return, the Cambrians were to share their country with three visitors: the Coraniaid, the Scream, and the red dragons. At first, the Cambrians and the dragons fought fiercely; many people and beasts were slain. But as the centuries turned, we found means of cohabiting. The bravest of our men went out into the mountains where the dragons nest and began to work on taming them. Now, the descendants of those men ride dragons from settlement to settlement, freer than any other Cambrian. But the Coraniaid and the Scream? In all these centuries, no progress has been made in fighting or understanding them. How do you confront that which is as incorporeal as air?

As the others have been talking, I have removed my father’s hunting knife from inside my dress and started tracing circles in the dirt with its glinting point.

‘I don’t think it has anything to do with the Coraniaid,’ I offer.

‘What else could it be?’ Alys snaps.

I could elaborate. I could posit the most obvious possibility – that the Scream is its own entity. If the gods handed down three plagues, why should two be linked to each other while the third was independent? Gods, like stories, don’t tend to work that way. It would only make sense for all three to be intertwined, or for each to be entirely separate. Then there’s the question of why the Coraniaid would prevent childbirth when their survival depends on the words Cambrians are brave, or stupid, or desperate enough to speak into the wind. A reduction in the population could be disastrous for them. And then…

Alys, realising that I am not going to add anything further, huffs performatively, crossing her arms over her chest. I suppose she wants us to chatter all night, to distract her from her fears, but I don’t have any desire to appease her. There is nothing I want to confide in these women, who know no more of me than the faint trickle of my harp music through Hengoed, and who would not have bothered to speak to me at all had we not been thrown together as travelling companions.

They’d be glad to know that I will leave them soon, but I don’t tell them that either.

‘Perhaps we should get some sleep,’ I say, and we apply ourselves too concentratedly to arranging our makeshift pillows, lying down, tucking our blankets around ourselves. Before too long, I might well find myself reclining in the middle of a meadow, staring up into a treeless sky and seeing the span of the stars for the first time. I smile into the thought.

Within ten minutes or so, Ffion begins to snore. I hear Alys huffing at this, too, but I say nothing. I wait for the slowing of Gwen’s breathing, and then I listen to the shuffling of badgers over the earth and the clattering of late-to-bed birds arriving at their roosts as one hour passes, and another, and eventually Alys can hold on to her stubbornness no longer, and she drifts into sleep.

Carefully, I stand, fold my blanket, and push it inside my satchel. The stillness of the forest magnifies every rustle my clothes make, the snap of every stick beneath my boots, and I hardly breathe as I sneak towards Manon and exchange her tether for her bridle and reins. I pull my harp and then my satchel onto my back, ease one foot into the stirrup, ready to mount, and—

‘You’re going?’

My heart swoops. But at least it is Ffion and not Alys. I turn back towards the fire, down to its embers now, and find her sitting up blearily. In the dark, her ginger hair is closer to the colour of Alys’ mare’s shining coat. Deep shadows distort her soft features so that her eyes appear to be nothing more than two black holes. She could be anyone, and for the briefest moment, some wild, unrecognisable part of me considers reaching for my knife. She must stay quiet; I have to leave. I plead with her silently, hoping she can make out the desperation in my expression. If only the moonlight would fall over my face.

‘I think you’re right about the Coraniaid,’ she says finally, her voice little more than an exhalation. ‘Alys is a nightmare sometimes. It’s not worth arguing with her.’

I stifle a laugh.

‘Where are you going?’ she whispers. ‘Were you planning to reach the north ahead of us?’

I shake my head. ‘No. It’s not my path. It was never going to be. I—’

‘So, what… Are you heading west?’

Maybe it’s stupid to be so honest, but I know, deep down, that Ffion is good and can be trusted with the truth. You can feel it in her manner of moving, speaking, waiting. She considers other people before herself. Perhaps that’s why she is more able than most to tolerate Alys.

‘To the sea,’ I say.

She shifts slightly, and the brilliant green of her eyes becomes visible again.

‘Oh.’ She pauses. ‘You’re brave.’

‘Brave, or stupid,’ I whisper.

She gives a single, definite nod. ‘Brave,’ she says. ‘Pob lwc.’

I smile a silent thank you at her, then I adjust my grip on Manon’s reins and urge the horse to walk alongside me for a while. I can mount when I’ve moved further into the forest. Before I disappear between the trees, I stop and turn back to Ffion. She is watching me leave but she’s making no move to follow or alert the others. She will not hold me to the pilgrim’s vow to stay together, and I am grateful to her.

‘Ffion,’ I say. ‘How did you know?’

Her face opens into a grin. ‘When you said men from the west made better lovers…’ she replies. ‘Well, how much better do you mean?’

I pretend to lean in to tell a secret, though with the fire between us, we are too far apart for the movement to make any difference to my delivery.

‘They make you see the ancient gods,’ I say, and then I walk away, leaving Ffion, Alys, and Gwen to their dreams – whether of masterful lovers, or the horror of the Scream, or of home, I could not begin to imagine.

I had thought the first night would be the longest, but Manon and I press calmly on through the witching hours, and before I can begin to regret my decision to step out alone, the sun is teasing at the edge of the forest.

It must be the edge of the forest, because the trees have started to thin and, for the last two miles or so, I have felt the play of wind across my face and around my neck. My breath quickens, and I’m restless in the saddle – which Manon chastises me for with long groans and belly puffs. There is an opening up ahead, I’m sure of it, but I fight the urge to kick Manon into a trot, reminding myself that I have not slept all night and neither has she. I might be hallucinating the break in the trees, the gathering light, the phantom breeze that goosebumps my skin.

I close my eyes and allow Manon to pick her own way along the path. Her hooves make muted thuds on the packed earth; there is no moss covering here. Visions of water flood my mind: the sickle curves of rearing waves; the whipping of the dirty white foam that crowns them; the churning shades of emerald and coal smoke, jade and pewter, indigo and silver. It’s hard to believe that any one thing can contain so many colours, but I’ve sat around enough fires and listened to enough dragon dealers describe their flight over the sea to know that it glimmers with a hundred different hues. And finally, I will see it for myself!

I lean forward to run my hands over Manon’s withers and onto the flat, warm panes of her neck. I can feel the steady beat of her gait rippling through her muscles. I open my mouth to say, Come on, girl. We’re getting closer, but I stop myself short. Not here. Even the lightest hint of movement in the air is enough. From now until I reach another settlement, I must not utter a sound.

When Manon’s head snaps up, I know we have reached the forest’s true boundary. She tosses her white mane and snorts loudly through flared nostrils. She can feel the wind! It wasn’t my imagination.

Be silent, be safe, I remind myself. It was a promise for my parents as much as myself. Whatever comes next, it must not be broken.

On the count of three, I think. Un, dau, tri. And then I open my eyes.

Unrolling before us is a rising sweep of dew-covered meadow. The grass, which looks roughly ankle deep, is flecked with the dancing yellow heads of dandelions: they lean and shiver as the wind scoops around them. On and on they stretch, all the way to the horizon. Above, the morning sky is daubed with streaks of ruby and gold, which glow fiercely against the last remnants of deep blue night. It is impossibly vibrant and enormous and beautiful. The gasp that escapes my lips should contain words, though I have no idea what they should be.

A laugh bubbles up through me, and I swallow it, hard. Can the Coraniaid drain weeks or years from my life by stealing my laughter, or can they only snatch away recognisable words? Is it the essence of my voice they want, or my language? I can hardly believe I don’t know; how sheltered I have been.

I drop my heels in my stirrups and squeeze Manon forward. Together, we leave the forest for the first time in our lives, and as we walk away from the familiar stench of mud and mulched leaves and damp, I tip back my head and stare straight up at the blazing sky.

Which is most likely why I don’t notice anything approaching until I am plunged into darkness. A rush of shadowy bulk, the beating of leathery wings, and… with a shriek, Manon rears. I am thrown backwards, and I seem to be falling forever. I can hear the pounding of Manon’s hooves as she retreats into the trees. A vile smell – like the stink of stagnant water – overpowers me, making my stomach clench. And there above me, and diving ever closer, is a beast with fierce gold-green eyes framed by dark-crimson scales, and teeth like daggers, and the apparent intention to consume me whole.

Stupidly, I attempt to reach back over my shoulder and free my harp, so that my tumbling weight doesn’t crush it. But I only succeed in twisting into a position that makes my landing ever more painful. My hip flares into sudden agony. My left arm crunches. My temple collides with something hard and, in a terrifying instant, the endless sky and dancing horizon I have just taken my first glimpse at, blink out and vanish.






Chapter Three Scales

one day. pathetic, to have made it one solitary day before falling prey to everything I’d been warned about. But even if I am about to face my demise, I am determined to do it with my eyes open.

I find that the rich glow of dawn has been replaced by a vaulted, pale blue, interrupted by only the tiniest wisps of diaphanous white cloud. My head is throbbing loudly, and I know I can’t stand yet, so I don’t attempt to. I open and close my mouth, tasting the bitter tang of dirt and blood on my tongue. I’m lying pitched slightly to the left, and I can feel congealed blood sticking my dress to the wounded skin of my leg. My cloak hangs, torn, off one shoulder. I groan as I push myself up on my elbows, trying to recall… The rolling land. That fiery sky. The rush of wingbeats.

This, then, is how I will die – at the claws of a dragon.

Whether I am driven by the paltry remains of my survival instinct or simply an urge to meet the ancient gods standing, I manage to drag myself upright. The pain in my left knee and wrist brings nausea crashing over me and my chest heaves. I find myself facing the forest. Strange, to be looking into a place I had never looked out of until today. Manon has probably galloped towards the protection of the trees; at least, I hope she has. I whirl around, hoping I will not see her silhouette fleeing into the unknown. And there, lying directly ahead of me in the grass, is the dragon.

Its body alone is roughly the length of Manon from ear tip to tail, and covered with thousands of coarse scales, which are the same deep, rich tone as feast-day wine. Its legs are curled beneath it, but the thick black talons that curve from its bony feet are visible, gleaming between the dandelions. Huge wings are folded against its flanks, their toughened skin pulled taut over black ridges of bone or cartilage which erupt into thorny claws at their ends. Its head rests on the ground, angled so that I have a perfect view of the row of sharp, black horns adorning it. The tail, which must be as long as I am tall, tapers into a similar black point. Its eyes are closed, and its trembling nostrils release little wisps of bone-white smoke as it snores.

It’s asleep. Thank the ancient gods.

I take one deliberate step backwards, then stop. The dragon does not move. I take another pace towards the trees. I don’t need to leave the forest this very moment. I will find Manon first, calm her down, let her rest a while. The dragon will lose interest before we return to the clearing and start our journey to the sea anew. A third step, and I’m tempted to turn and make a run for it, but I force myself to move slowly, cautiously. Dragons, I’ve heard, spook as readily as horses. That’s understandable, given how much more attuned they are to the world than us: their hearing is infinitely better than a human’s; their sense of smell is more powerful than a dog’s; it’s said they can taste emotions. But I don’t want to find out what happens next. I doubt they take to cowering in the nearest treeline.

A fourth pace. A fifth. And on the sixth, my boot finds a fallen branch, and the crack of it breaking sounds as keenly as the bark of a hunting hound.

The dragon’s eyelids shudder and I halt, one leg caught behind the other in an awkward pose I won’t be able to sustain for long. Stupidly, I make to speak – a garbled attempt to plead for my life – but I remember just in time and choke back the words. The world is suddenly vast and open, and a much too dangerous place to utter a sound into. But it doesn’t matter that I stay silent, because my movement is enough to disturb the beast, which snorts, opens its eyes, and tilts its head to aim a menacing stare at me.

When it snorts again, it is with intent. The wisps of smoke thicken into plumes.

I show it the palms of my hands, and wait, clueless about how it will respond.

Dragons have always lurked at the edges of my life. Only the nobles, the old families, are raised with dragons as integral members of their castle communities, but any man can take a chance on persuading a lesser beast to bear him, and so men from every settlement venture to the Eirias Mountains in search of a dragon to make a deal with at one time or another. Deals are most often made by combat, though some men resort to trickery or bribery. Those men who make their deals by illicit means are said to have fractured connections with their dragons, but in Hengoed we would never see beast and dealer together to determine the success of any particular union. The dealers’ dragons wait for them a mile or so away from the settlements, remaining shy of people, as their nature dictates, though I would occasionally catch glimpses of them flying over the tree canopy, or hear them groaning into their take-off. I always longed to take a closer look, but women are not permitted to interact with dragons. No woman has ever become a dealer. The work is deemed too risky, womankind too delicate.

And where has that blinkered stance got me, except slightly closer to a horrible death? If only I knew more about them, I might be able to…

Standing now, the dragon slinks into a prowl. Head low, talons spread wide, it inches towards me, nostrils wide around my cloying human scent. I slip a hand into my dress pocket and find the smooth handle of my hunting knife, but I don’t even have chance to draw it before the dragon flashes its eyes at me in warning. As its hot breath billows over me, I clench my jaw to stop myself from screaming. I clench my fists, too.

So, this is it. I really am going to get myself killed within a day of leaving home.

When the dragon is an arm’s length away, it stops and lowers its head to my wounded leg. My blood. It can smell my blood. I should have thought to bind my leg immediately. From the age of seven or eight, my father had taught me how to treat injuries: which plants would stem bleeding and which would calm infection. ‘In case you ever find yourself alone in the forest,’ he would say. There were other lessons, too: fishing and hunting, which berries and mushrooms were edible, how to build a shelter, how to find which direction I was travelling in without a compass. I hadn’t listened closely enough.

The dragon takes a long, noisy inhalation, and when it exhales, I can feel the moisture of its breath flecking my skin. A strangled sound escapes my throat. This is it. My last moment, and I do not mind that I am facing it alone, but there is a weight mounting in my chest at the thought that I haven’t journeyed across the mountains, which are said to be so breathtaking, and I haven’t fully mastered my harp, and I haven’t seen the wild and fearsome sea.

It is as though I have been waiting to meet the person I might become all these years, and I had convinced myself I was going to find that other Arianwen somewhere along the path of my pilgrimage, and now I’ll never be the truest version of myself.

I flinch as the dragon opens its mouth – its breath is so rank, I can taste it – and drags its hot tongue over the cut on my leg. It’s going to eat me slowly. I can feel it watching me as it laps up my blood, and risk looking into its eyes. It blinks steadily up at me. I blink back. And before I can think whether to fight or plead, stay still or attempt to run, the dragon is backing away from me. It returns to the flattened patch of grass it had lain on previously and lowers its head in a sort of bow before settling down again, exactly as it was, except for the fact that it is watching me now. Intently.

I lift the hem of my skirt and consider my split leg. The wound is impeccably clean now, its ragged edges drawn closer together than they had been a minute before, as though it is already healing. The white bulge of flesh which had streaked the centre of the wound has retreated entirely.

How? I want
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