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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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I live my life in widening circles

that reach out across the world.



I may not complete this last one

but I will give myself to it.



~ Rainer Maria Rilke








  
  Chapter 1
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Kilras - 47 years


Night held Melbis in dusty silence as moonlight silvered the stone-laid yard behind the Nest. Kilras made his way toward the tiny building in the center of the desiccated garden. The muscles of his arms and back hummed with tension, and the hand resting on the sword hilt at his hip tingled in too-warm anticipation of potential necessity. He stood, gaze scanning the night for a threat undetermined but present enough to vibrate long-untapped senses. 
Only the dry whisk of breeze over dead plants and the creak of the Nest’s weathervane sounded in the night air. No noise at all came from the poit building. A few steps from the door, Kilras stopped, waited. The innkeeper’s words had carried stark warning — a man of the Enclaves had met Cleod when he returned to the Nest.
Kilras listened, worry twisting through him. No motion. No sound. He reached for the poit door. The wooden handle was smooth, and the door swung open with silent ease. Warm air, thick with a bitter permeation of burnt sage and seared blood, rolled out to greet him. Kilras pulled back, opened the door wider, and the brutally concentrated weight of the narcotic-laced air spilled around him, dissipating into the night. Undernotes of other odors touched his nose. Sweat and anger and the thick desperation of fear. Kilras’s throat burned and he gagged, his heart pounding. Gweld awareness flashed and he stepped back, let the air clear. Cleod. By all the trails they had traveled together, what had happened here?
A brittle breeze kicked through the dusty air, thinning the toxic waft from the poit, and Kilras inhaled deeply of the clean air in which he stood, held his breath, then stepped inside.
On a narrow shelf above the small wood stove, a small lamp burned, its pale glow flickering into the close space, offering enough light to clearly display the marks of struggle that marred the wooden benches and walls. Dark streaks of blood, splintered wood, and a finger-width smear of charred material that might be flesh along the hot edge of the stove.
Cuila. Pungent and powerful. Almost, Kilras reached, but long-trained effort stopped instinctive response. He backed out of the space and let the door swing closed. It quivered as it contacted the frame, vibrating like the tension lacing his body. He pushed air out through his mouth.
Cleod. Poit. Cuila. The scent answered the question of why, and of how, but not who. But who else? Draigon Weather. Two Draigon in Melbis. The Enclaves. Trayor.
A series of curses rolled through Kilras’s thoughts. He scanned the ground in the faint light offered by the moon, but nothing marked a direction he might follow. Again, old knowledge demanded action, but he held back. Always, the possibility existed that a time would come when the true depth of his skill would be required, and several times through the years he had thought that moment had arrived. Each time, as now, he resisted. Because any way was better than the danger that could arise from exposing the full range of his competence, or the danger of it slipping his control.
He crouched, touched a finger to a dark drop on the flagstones. Whatever had left the stain had long-since dried. Blood? He rose and looked around, slowly taking in the shadowed details of the garden. One way in from the building. One way out through the back gate. Lorrel, the innkeeper, had seen nothing. Kilras walked toward the fence, lifted the latch on the gate and pulled it open.
In the street behind, he stood for a long time. From here, Trayor could have taken Cleod anywhere. A waiting horse. A cart. Enough people passed this way it was impossible to discern which tracks to follow.
But Trayor had not acted without purpose. The back of Kilras’s skull tingled and an old memory surged forth, backed by the pure unease that had flooded him four years before when he raised a glass to drink to an old friend’s passing. As then, the hot urge to act lit the edges of his senses. He forced it back. Draighil never acted without purpose. Two Draigon in Melbis.
And two Draighil.
This time, the curse that rose in his mind slipped forth unrestrained. Sweat slid down his spine, and he shook his head. Only five years had passed since the last Sacrifice in Melbis. Why were the Draigon back? Who mattered so much? Mattered enough to draw Shaa off the mountain? To draw Leiel with her? But Trayor — Kilras swore again.
How long had this been planned?
Kilras bent his head. No safe way existed to track Cleod until the sun rose, not when he had to consider Sehina and Rimm and Nae — and those in their care.
How much did Trayor know? How much did he suspect?
Did it matter?
Whatever was in play, the roots of it had been planted years before. And it had been set in motion so quietly that none of Kilras’s contracts had enough warning to say a word. The danger posed by whatever had been initiated tonight was incalculable.
Heart tight, breath an ache, Kilras turned and made his way back through the dark streets toward the caravan camp. Preparations needed to be made. And decisions. If he could not find Cleod, reach him before the Sacrifice was named, any weakness in planning could have irrevocable consequences.






  
  Chapter 2

[image: ]
8 years


Slick beneath Kilras’s booted feet, the flagstones rang in the grey morning air. Even without a blanket of snow to summon winter quiet, the day had a different feel than all the ones before it this year — it was a day of changing, the hardest season now truly arrived in Cyunant. The hardest season, along with the hardest thoughts that had ever filled his head. 
Wind shoved at him, blasted the face of the boulders, and tree trunks that he grabbed for support on the uneven path. This high on the mountain, the tree line was a scattered, scraggly thing, like the remains of the comfort he had felt until last night. As he broke through it, rime ice snapped from the high ridge and tumbled over the great talus slope that dominated the mountain bowl, the shards blowing into his face. Scattered, cutting, the frigid, flying debris sliced the landscape of the beloved mountainside, so often his playground, into something unfamiliar and no longer safe. He ducked his head and continued, last night’s conversation with his mother rolling through his mind.
At the edge of the scree field, Kilras turned and put his feet on the steps carved against the wall of the bowl and made his way to the dark cave entrance looming above. He climbed to the opening. There, a wider sweep of stairs curved down into the darkness.
He started down into the shadowed warmth, taking care in the dim light. Some days, sparks of light along the edges of the stone helped guide him, but not today. He stepped cautiously in the darkness until he rounded a curve in the staircase and a diffuse red-gold light filtered up to assist his descent.
Gydron was nowhere to be found, though he checked the upper floors of the library as carefully as he knew how. He was about to give up when he found Gahree on the fifth level, sitting crossed legged on the floor with two huge sheets of parchment. One was old, curled at the edges and tattered, and Gahree talked to herself as she copied the ancient map’s details onto the new skin.
Kilras frowned, then crept closer between the stacks of books. Sneaking up on Gahree was impossible, but he tried anyway, because, despite lying awake half the night and thinking about what he wanted to ask all the way across the basin, he still had not decided on the right words.
Gahree paused in her work, raised her head and glanced his way, flashing her glowing grin. “Are you a boy filled with mischief or a boy filled with questions? I’m equally in the mood for either.”
As always, Kilras took a minute to puzzle out the full meaning of Gahree’s words. Gydron was always easier to understand. So what if he was in trouble a lot? He stepped out from between the shelves and walked up beside Gahree. “Questions,” he said, managing to keep his voice from shaking.
She nodded, reached out and moved her pack with its embroidered tree design out of the way so he had space to sit. He stood instead, shifting from foot to foot.
“It’s as likely for questions to lead to mischief, as it is for intended mischief itself to do so.” Gahree winked at him as she added a new series of lines, indicating mountains, to a section of the map. “What is so important that you’re here instead of ice-climbing with Wynt?”
“I just — ” He just what? The talk with his mother had put many strange feelings in his belly. “I know I’m human.” The truth still frustrated as much as when he had learned it, that he would never be Draigon like Wynt or Dahlie or everyone else in Cyunant. Like so many other things, everyone just said he would one day be old enough for it to make sense — just not now. “My mother is human, too. Does that mean she can’t be Draigon either?”
“Your mother can be Draigon, if she so chooses, once she learns enough.”
He frowned. “But not me.” Bad enough to learn that, worse to now feel that it meant something more.
Gahree sat back at that, and turned her full attention on him, her green-gold eyes bright in the lamplight. “These are words we have already shared.” She studied him. “What calls this to the front of your mind again?”
“Wynt thought some conjury had happened on me,” he said, frowning.
Gahree blinked at him, and the edges of her eyes crinkled in amusement. “What kind of conjury?”
“Yesterday, Wynt and I were climbing in the ravine — ” He left out that they should have been in class with Gydron, but Gahree probably knew that anyway. She always knew when he was up to trouble. But that was not important now. “My breath — it doesn’t make the same color mist as everyone else’s. Wynt thought there was something wrong with me.” Wild and fearless, Wynt was just his age, and she laughed at his bad jokes. And his belly did weird flips when she was around. But sometimes, like yesterday, she made him so mad he wanted to just yell at her for half a day.
“But you found that there is nothing wrong.”
He nodded. Despite Wynt’s insistence that he was under a spell, once they got to the library, Gydron had been quite clear in her response. “Gydron said it was just because I’m human.” Even though it had been months and months since he had been told he would never be Draigon, his chest still felt tight when he thought about it. But this idea about his mother was worse. “But I remembered that Delhar’s breath is like mine. She’s been here my whole life and she’s still human.” And the previous night’s conversation had not reassured him of his mother’s place in Cyunant.

Kilras took off his hat, unwound his scarf, and hung both by the door with extra care, draping them over the iron hook. Then he removed his coat with the slowness of purposeful delay.
Across the room, Delhar hummed as she set out steaming bowls of soup. He took a breath. “Gydron says you’re not Draigon,” he said, without turning to face her.
The humming ceased, and for a few seconds the only sound was the crackle and pop of logs in the fire. Kilras’s shoulders tightened. Then came the light sound of stoneware settling onto wood, and Delhar said, “She’s right. I’m human just like you.”
Kilras turned around, frowning.
Delhar’s eyes lost a bit of their brightness. Her mouth turned low. “Come sit,” she said. “Eat. We’ll talk.” She took her seat on the far side of the table and picked a piece of bread from the plate in the center, took a bite.
He drew a breath, and climbed onto the bench that was his usual place. The steaming soup in the bowl before him sent an inviting vapor into the air. Lips pressed tight together, he picked up his spoon, and pushed it back and forth in the bowl. “Are we going to talk about something bad?” He hunched his shoulders a little, then he straightened up and squared them. Asking meant he had to know.
Dehlar lowered the rest of the bread and, after a second, set it back on the plate. “Some of what we’ll talk of is bad. But not all of it.”
He stopped pushing his spoon. “What parts are bad? Parts about me?”
“Yes,” she said. “And parts about me, too.”
His hand trembled and rattled the spoon against the edge of the bowl. “So…it’s bad to be human?”
“No. No, being human is — just being, for most people. It’s being a Draigon that’s strange. Most people, in the rest of Arnan, don’t even know that people can be Draigon…or that Draigon are people. But some humans are…lost people. Sometimes lost people can come here to Cyunant and not be lost anymore.”
He wrinkled his brow, gave another stir of the soup and then let go of the spoon. It clicked on the edge of the bowl. He pulled his hands back into his lap and stared at Delhar. “Is that why we’re here? Why are we someplace most humans aren’t?”
Delhar sighed. “We were never supposed to be here. Only me. I was supposed to leave Sibora and come here and learn to be free.”
He wasn’t supposed to be here? He made himself keep looking back at her. “I made you not free?”
“No,” she said firmly. “Your father made me not free.” She leaned across the table, reached out a hand and touched his hair. “Though I blamed you for that for a long, long time. For that, I owe you more than apologies. I owe you explanations I’m not sure you’re yet old enough to understand.”
“When will I be old enough?”
With a shake of her head, she said, “A few more years, Kilras. You’re smart. You understand many things I didn’t at your age. But…some things are hard for even adults to understand.” She touched his face. Her lips pressed into a tight, straight line, and she did not speak for so long he thought she was not going to say any more, but at last she said, “Think about the father you knew. What was he like?”
“Why?” Wynt’s father, Hech, had been the only Draigdyn in Cyunant. He died last spring, killed in a landslide after heavy runoff. Images came into Kilras’s mind, of Hech bent over a harness, stitching worn connections; emerging from the forest with a fresh-killed deer slung across his shoulders; kneeling on the ground, teaching Kilras and Wynt and Dahlie how to tie strong knots and make snares.
“He taught everyone how to make arrows,” Kilras said. “And other important things.” He heard Hech’s voice in his mind. It’s called a principle, Kilras, the thing you decide to base your life around. “And he was smart.”
Delhar nodded. She sat back, pulled away her touch. “Not all fathers are so kind and helpful. Not all men are so. And some are so different from those things, that I can’t explain how much so they are. It’s not all caring, Kilras, between people in this world. Sometimes, between people, things are very, very far from that.”
He turned her words in his mind. Something wrong and bad was hidden in the difference she spoke about. “My father didn’t care about you?” he asked.
She shook her head. “He didn’t even like me.”
“Then why is he my father?”
A dark look turned her features stiff and wiped all happiness from her eyes. Until a few months ago, it had been the expression he best knew on her face. She closed her eyes a moment, and when she opened them, she did not look at him. “He’s your father because he made me be your mother.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I know,” she said. “I wish you never would.”

Only recently had Delhar started to laugh with him. Not long ago, everything he did made her sad or angry. But this summer, something changed and she now made little jokes with him, answered his questions without hesitation, and with an ease she had not shown before. Even when he broke rules or made her angry, things were easier now. He did not know what had changed, but he was glad. But if she were human like he was…would it make her sad again if she stayed that way? Nothing about their talk had reassured him.
Gahree looked at him for a moment, as though trying to see right inside him, then she said in her usual half-singing way, “Like fish are not meant to fly and birds are not meant to swim, not every person, even in Cyunant, is meant to be Draigon.”
He did not like that answer. Yes, some of the women who Gahree and Kinra and the others brought back did not like it in Cyunant, and left even before they could change into a Great Shape. But most did stay. Most did change and expand and fly. Kilras shifted, the need to move, to do something irritating his spine. “Some birds swim,” he said. “Ducks and geese and loons.”
Gahree laughed, and the hearty warmth of it echoed through the level, unmuffled by the stacks of books and heavy tapestries. “Ahh, yes. But, in this, some people are like a duck, or a loon. They know the pond, and they will even dive under the water in search of sustenance. But they will never be a fish, any more than a fish can learn to fly more than a little bit above the water.”
“But my mother can?” Despite Gahree’s earlier words, worry still tightened his throat. His voice tightened, dropped. “Even though my father hurt her?”
“Oh, bright son — ” Gahree set her quill back in its well and beckoned Kilras closer. Her green-gold eyes glittered with a new heat, as though she understood that this was the true heart of why he had sought her out. She put a hand on his shoulder. Warmth radiated through his coat. “Your father has no say in your mother becoming Draigon. And even if she never does, she still matters greatly in the world. Like you. You are human, and being you is as special as being Draigon. Not everyone of great value is Draigon. Not everyone even wants to be. You and your mother are unique in all the world, Kilras. Your mother will find her way.” She looked at him hard. “Take hold of what you are. Decide what to do with being you.”
“Being me?”
Gahree squeezed his shoulder, then released him to pick up her quill again. “It’s like this map. I can decide how I draw the mountains and the rivers and the towns, but I can’t choose where they go, because that part is not up to me.”
He looked at the drawing on the parchment, studied the lines she was making and the places they marked. The original map was faded, and the lines on it were finely drawn. Gahree’s strokes on the new document where not just fresh, but wider and bolder. “Your marks are different than the ones on the old map.”
She dipped the quill in the inkwell, let the excess drain. “Yes. Because I am a different person than the one who drew that version. The information will be the same — except where something I know has changed, like this town here — ” She touched a building drawn on the first map. “This town was destroyed by a flood a few years past. It was not rebuilt. So I won’t draw it on the new map. But the essential knowledge needed to make the map useful, that’s the same.”
He frowned. “I’m like a map?” Something inside his head flexed and tingled.
She drew a curving line from a mountain range toward a coastline. A river perhaps? “Yes. Parts of you won’t change much over time, perhaps not at all. And sometimes those parts are the ones that decide who a person is. Like the slope of the land chooses the path of a river.”
If a river could decide to change things…it would make a very strong change. An ache started over his left eye. “But a river can’t want to flow somewhere else.” Or could it? He squinted at her.
“Sometimes even wanting something, even working for it, is not enough to make it true.” She studied at him in return. “It’s wise, then, to know how best to use the slope of the land to your advantage.”
“What if I just want to change the land?” he asked.
She dipped her quill, pulled another contour across the parchment. “Then prepare yourself to work very hard — and to face the consequences of any change you render. Shifting the world is not an act to be undertaken lightly. You’ll understand when you go out to explore the rest of Arnan.”
He started. Him? Explore Arnan? She sounded so certain that he would. The tone of his mother’s voice, the hard look on her face. The world outside Cyunant seemed like a cruel place. He didn’t want to go there if he couldn’t change that. “But change can happen?” He chose that question even as his mother’s words rattled in his head. Only she was supposed to be here.
Gahree smiled, the expression weighted by more than humor. “Of course. If you’re patient enough to be smart about it.”
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The fall of the ax ended with a solid impact that cleanly split the small log. Kilras gathered up the pieces as Delhar reached for another section from the pile behind her. No matter how many pieces of wood he stacked into the shed behind their cabin, the working pile never seemed to get any smaller. But at least he was doing something, not just hunched over a book in the library. 
Delhar set a log on end on the chopping block and swung again. It split most of the way, but hung up on a few fibers and slid sideways, still loosely connected. She set the splitting ax aside and bent to work the pieces apart.
“I’m tired of always stacking wood,” Kilras said. “When can I cut it? I’m tired of being not old enough.”
She looked at him. “In a year or two you’ll do the splitting. I’ll gladly take your place when that time comes.” She chose the larger of the two pieces and set it again on the block.
“I’ll like that better,” he said. He picked up the ax with both hands and handed it to her. He was not tall enough or strong enough yet to handle it. But he had grown half a hand-span this year, and everyone said it would not be long until he was taller than his mother. He tried to picture what it would be like to look down on her, but he could not form the image.
She shook her head. Again the huge ax went back, then dropped. She handled it like it were part of her. As long as he could remember, she had been strong — working the dye vats, hauling water from the central well — and never a complaint about any of it. But it was watching her wield the splitting ax that always made him pause. The maul was half her height, and heavy. When had she gotten big enough to do it? She was not that big now.
“When did you start chopping wood?” he asked as he picked the newly split chunks and carried them toward the shed. He placed them inside, then looked over his shoulder at her.
She split another log, reached behind her to pick up a larger one. “I think I’d seen about eleven winters. About how old you’ll be, I think, when you are big enough.” She turned the log she had chosen on the block, studied it and turned it again. Then swung the maul and split the wood cleanly.
He added the new pieces to the neat stack, said, “In Sibora city.”
She looked at him and her face tightened. “Yes.” The word fell short and flat between them. As usual, she did not want to talk about where she grew up.
He frowned, then picked up another chunk of wood. If she would not answer what he really wanted to know, he would get something else out of her. “How do you tell where to hit it?” he demanded.
For several seconds she did not answer. The air thickened between them. Then she set down the ax and beckoned him over with a wave of her fingers.
When he came up beside her, she gripped his shoulders and moved him so he stood in front of her. “Look at the wood,” she said. “Look at the rings, and the knots on the sides. You know why wood has knots.”
Everyone knew that. “That’s where branches grew out when it was a tree,” He tipped his head and his eyes and looked up at her.
She nodded. “Yes. So when you use the ax, you need to see where the knots are, and where the rings might be wavy around them. Now, look. Really look. Can you see how the tree changed as it grew?”
He stared at the log. It just looked like wood, rough bark and pale rings in layers. But pressure began to build in the back of his skull. He shifted from foot to foot.
“Here.” She touched a place where one ring was not an even circle around the center of the tree. In one spot, it bent the tiniest amount, dipped inward as though someone’s finger had pressed lightly against it as it formed. “This place, something changed the pattern.”
“What could do that?”
“What do you think could do it?”
He thought a moment, staring at the imperfection. Then he frowned and looked at the outside of the log. There were no knots down the whole length of the log across from the wavy section. The pressure crept down the back of his neck. “Something…leaned on the tree?”
Delhar nodded. “Likely,” she said. “Maybe another tree fell on it. Or a limb broke free and pressed against it for that season. Notice that the next ring is almost round again?”
He looked. The next ring was nearly perfect, with only a slight inward flex where before there had been a clear dip. He shifted to see better and the wood seemed to shimmer a bit and he almost heard a pop in his head. Kilras blinked and the strange light was gone. “Something changed.”
“Yes. Whatever forced the change in the growing fell away or was removed.”
His whole head felt hot. The tree had been growing along, and something struck it, changed it. And something had to change again to start making it right again. Something about this was important, but why?
“You can see the changes in sun and rain, the pressure of wind. Damage to the tree. You can see all that in the wood, Kilras.” She tapped the odd place in the log with one dye-stained finger. “If you know where to look, you can see strengths and weaknesses. Sometimes you can guess why they’re there. Even if you can’t, once you can see them, you can decide where to strike for the best cut.”
“Where would you hit this log?” he asked, with more urgency than such a simple question needed.
She studied him a moment, gaze measuring, then laid the narrow edge of her hand across the log, just to one side of the dip in the ring. “Here,” she said. “Because there’s a little bit of rot, along this outer edge, and the wood will be weaker here.”
“Not on the place where the ring bends?”
“No.”
He frowned, fighting the weight in his skull.
“Don’t think too much about it,” she said. “Only part of this is known by thinking. Part of it’s just a feeling. And part of it’s practice.”
A feeling? And everything was practice and waiting and more practice and more waiting. “How do I learn a feeling?”
She shook her head. “You feel how things are, or you don’t.” She waved him away.
He moved back to the far side of the wood lot. Always, his mother’s answers were only half what he wanted. He was not even certain they had really been talking about just the wood. And she clearly did not want to talk her growing up, or Sibrora. Why? Maybe Gydron knew. He could ask, though most times now Gydron told him to go find out things himself. But this mattered, this idea of how things broke and why. How was a book going to teach him about that?
He breathed through the headache as he went back to work, knowing that, somehow, the breaking, or not, of things was something he needed to understand.
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Days and days of rain. He raced and roamed all through the library until Gydron, frowning at him in her always-serious way, sat him down at a table with a book of folklore and told him to stay. This deep in the cave, he could not hear the sound of falling water, but the air smelled different, richer, as it carried a rare hint of moisture. That meant it was really pouring down outside. Kilras flipped his thumb over and over along the edges of the book, the thwerp thwerp sound of it thrumming through the table until Dahlie, the young Draigon seated at the other end, drawing maps, lifted her gaze to glare at him.
He sighed, gave up pretending to read, and reached for one of the loose sheets of paper that Gydron kept on the tables for making notes. If he could not actually do anything real for yet another day, he could at least make a plan of all the things he would do when the rain stopped.
Very quickly, his list got long. He looked up at the girls studying around him. Studying. Studying as always. Except Wynt, who was likely out running wild in the rain and trying to get the new girl, just arrived from a Sacrifice, to join her. Gahree had scolded her for that more than once. But the stories the new girl told were hard and sad. She probably needed Wynt’s kind of fun.
Regardless, since Hech died, Wynt’s mother, Aweir, could hardly control her. But Kilras still had the most fun with Wynt, out of everyone in Cyunant. If he could figure out a way to sneak outside without Gydron noticing… He glanced around, saw her standing on the other side of the chamber watching him with skeptical eyes.
He frowned. Tapping the blunt end of the pencil against his hand, he read over what he had just written. The letters were squished tight and hard to read. One thing practice never improved was his handwriting. But it did not matter. No one but him had to be able to read it.
How to ride horses as well as Aweir.
How to be the best sword wielder.
How to stay strong and fast. 
That was important. He had to keep up with Wynt. When he did, she smiled at him more. Since Hech’s death, that was harder to get her to do.
Learn languages.
He did not know which ones yet. Maybe all of them. There could not be that many. Gahree said he would travel. Languages would be important for traveling. He added place names to the list — Adfen, Orlis, Sibora, Bajor, all the Nys. Places he might see one day.
How to read maps better.
He liked that one, even though it was kind of studying. He looked over at Dahlie, who was carefully drawing her own versions on a thick sheet of parchment, just as Gahree liked to do. But Dahlie’s maps were even better than Gahree’s. Dahlie’s drawings were simple, but had enough detail so everyone looking at in knew just what she meant with her pictures. Watching her make maps was like listening to Gahree tell a story — the most important bits were always clear.
He looked at his list.
Sibora. Where his mother was from. The place she called the silver city. He frowned again and leaned his elbows on the table, then wrote: Learn what Delhar knows. He sat up a little. Sibora. A place where no one knew any of the good things about the Draigon and everyone called them monsters. Was that where the man she said was his father lived? If he still lived?
He frowned, and then wrote: Who is my father?
He sucked in his breath a little and chewed at his lip.
The words seemed to glow off the page.
Was he old enough now, for Delhar to tell him anything more? She might not think so. But he had to be. If he could write that question, then he was ready for anything she could tell him.
Sibora.
Now he needed a book. Gydron would be happy about that. He pushed back from the table and plunged down the narrow aisle between the packed and teetering shelves.

      [image: ]Kilras put the plate on the shelf next to the stove and hung the dishtowel over the drying rack. His mother was already seated at the table, bent over a book. Their best lamp burned brightly in the center of the table, the wick trimmed to allow maximum brightness without smoking. Delhar always paid attention to such things. She studied by that light until the wick had burned enough to need adjustment, then she turned it out, and they spent the rest of the evening in conversation and playing games by firelight.
He watched her for a few seconds, then went to retrieve his own book from his pack beside the door. Hours spent digging through all the options in the library had resulted in the choice of this volume over a dozen others. Among the histories of all the regions and cities of Arnan, this book held the pieces of information he wanted to explore.
With a deliberate thump, he dropped it on the table across from Delhar.
She raised her eyes from her reading and looked at him. “You want my attention?”
Kilras looked back at her, then slid his fingers under the bookmark he had left tucked into the binding, and opened the pages to a detailed map of a sprawling city. The book was large and took up most of his half of the table. Delhar lowered her gaze to it and drew a sharp breath.
“The silver city.” She folded her own book closed.
“I want to know about it,” he said. “You said that’s where you came from. I want you to tell me about it. Show me, on the map, where you grew up.”
“You want me to tell you about Sibora,” she said. “Isn’t this book about Sibora?”
“This book doesn’t know where your house was.” He pushed it toward her, and looked at her, and waited.
For a long moment, she held still, then she set her book aside and drew his into the center of the table. She studied the map for a moment, then reached out a hand. Her fingers hovered over the page, then she brought one down gently on a narrow street at the southern edge of the city. “Here,” she said.
He leaned across the table to see better. The street she pointed to was just a thin line. It did not even have a name marked on it.
“What was it called?”
“Floret Lane,” she said. “The walls in front of all the houses were covered in vines that bloomed with small, white flowers in the fall. Sibora’s known for its gardens — if you didn’t already know. But even the richest people in the city, with the biggest gardens, came walking down our little street in the autumn to see those flowers.”
He looked where she pointed, just a tiny twisting line on the map with a few squares drawn to mark structures. “What was it like? Was your house like our cabin? Was it made of wood? Or was it stone? The book says the city is all silver stone.”
She smiled just a little. “No. They call it the silver city, because it cost so much silver to build it. There are many stone buildings, and the streets are paved. All the streets. Even Floret Lane. But most of the houses, except the ones at the center of the city, and the homes of the very rich, are wood.” She stopped speaking, lifted her hand. “But it wasn’t our house. We lived in two rooms at the back of a carriage house owned by the best gardener on Floret Lane.”
Kilras sat up. We? Who did she mean? He thought a minute. His mother had parents. She had family. Why had he never thought of that? His cheeks burned hot and he looked away. “Your mother and father,” he said and his voice sounded smaller than usual. “I never thought about it.”
“I know.”
“Where are they?” he asked. “Your parents? Are they all right? Are they worried about you?”
She shook her head. “They are not worried about me. They think I am dead. And they’re glad to think it. My father, at least. I don’t know what my mother thinks. And I don’t know where they are. They could be anywhere in Arnan.”
The words were spoken with a calm that raised goosebumps on his arms. Why would anyone be happy to think their mother was dead? “I don’t understand.”
Delhar sighed. “You know what Draigon do, Kilras. They go out and find women to bring back here. Women or girls like I was. But most people in Arnan don’t know that. They see Draigon as monsters. I was chosen for what the rest of the people Arnan consider Sacrifice. Once a girl is chosen, she is considered…bad. My father was ashamed when my name was called. He was glad to see me taken away.”
Kilras thought about that, tapping his foot against the leg of his chair. The chill on his arms did not subside. Most of the new girls or women who came to Cyunant stayed and studied and became Draigon. But somehow he had never put those things together in his mind with his mother coming to Cyunant. How could he have missed that? He frowned, thinking of how sad and shaken so many of these girls behaved when they first arrived. “Were you scared?”
She hesitated. “I didn’t want to be.” She put her hand on the map, touched an open area in the center of the city. “This is the Stone Common of Sibora. It’s where all important news is announced. When the King speaks to the city, this is where everyone gathers. That’s where my name was called, and I was chosen to be offered to the Draigon. I knew, of course, that I’d be named. Gahree had come to me and told me about Cyunant. I thought I knew what was going to happen next. But things didn’t go as I thought they would. My father was ashamed of me, and he wanted me punished for bringing bad luck to the family. He’d worked his whole life not to be as poor as he had grown up. And my being chosen threatened the respect he’d earned. I was a danger to him and he was angry. He asked, in front of all the city, that I be taken and sold among the Councilmen, to make sure I knew how terrible I was before I died.”
Kilras stopped tapping his foot. A hot lightness filled his skull and sparks danced at the edges of his vision, heat replacing his creeping chill. He stared at her.
Delhar shifted her hand from the map to cover one of his. The touch brought a flinch he could not control, and he fought his instinct to draw away. But his skin tingled where hers brushed it.
“I was sold to a man of wealth and power. He paid for the right to hurt me. And he did.”
There were so many things that statement could mean. So many. But only one that really mattered. “He hurt you?” Another word halted on his lips but refused to be spoken. How?
“Yes.” The word was filled with details withheld. Delhar squeezed his fingers. “The next day, they took me out of the city and chained me to the Pillar on the Great Plain and left me there. I was bruised and bleeding and half-dead. No Draighil came to defend me. But Shaa came — when she saw me — her rage burned the very air. I watched her take flight to the south — toward Floret Lane — and when smoke filled the sky — I cried because I was so glad. She returned for me and brought me here to heal.”
The air was too thick to breath easily. Or maybe he just could not take in enough of it. “Shaa — Gahree — she burned — ?”
Delhar pressed her lips together, then said, “Shaa burned Floret Lane and much of Sibora to the ground.” She tipped her head and examined the map. “If this is new enough, then they have rebuilt it all.”
He shifted on his chair. “Were you glad it burned?” Had Shaa killed anyone? Had she killed Delhar’s parents? Kilras stared.
She brought her attention back to him. “I’m still glad.”
He found he could not speak after that firm, quiet response. A new question twisted inside him. He did not know how to ask it, other than to simply form the words and turn them loose. “The man who hurt you — did his home burn, too?”
A slow shake of her head was his answer.
“Why not?”
“I couldn’t say his name or tell her who he was. Not then.”
“But you knew his name?”
“I know it,” she said, a twist pulled her lips, an attempt at a smile made sad by the tired pull around her eyes.
He waited, chest tight and his head alive with heat.
“Syon,” she said. “His name is Syon.”
Kilras nodded. He sat up straight, pulled his hand from hers, and tapped his fingers against the map. “Where did he live?”
She hesitated, then pointed to a wide street on the map, near the Stone Common. The box drawn where she touched was large — a big house then — a man of wealth. He took note of the spot, then asked without taking his gaze off the point she indicated, “And where did my father live?”
Her fingers flexed into a fist as he watched, then slowly straightened and indicated the same location.
The cold returned and filled Kilras all the way to his center. So this was why Delhar had found it so hard to love him. “My father’s name is Syon.”
“Yes,” she said. “Your father’s name is Syon. He was a Councilman in Sibora.”
With an effort backed by a hard swallow, Kilras raised his eyes and met his mother’s gaze. “My father is Councilman Syon, of Sibora,” he said. He forced out the next question, even though he knew it was foolish. “Does he know about me?”
“No.” She touched his face. “He doesn’t know about you. And he never deserves to know. He’s not worthy of being your father. It’d be best if you never thought of him as such. An accident of birth does not require anything of you.”
It might. The thought went through him with odd certainty. He blinked to clear his eyes, and nodded into her hand, even though the agreement was to what was in his head, not to her words.
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So, what’d she say?” Wynt sprawled on her belly on the mossy ground, knees bent and bare feet kicking the air, wild copper hair flashing in the speckled sunlight. She plucked dried leaves from between the clumps of moss and pulled them apart. The small fire they had started for practice crackled between them. Being alone with Wynt was always half-adventure and half-frustration. But it was also always nice. Even when they talked about things that were hard, like Wynt wanted to do now. 
He folded his hands behind his head and closed his eyes. Delhar’s face, filled with an emotion he did not know how to define, appeared against the inside of his eyelids. The look he had seen all his life. Rarer now, but still hidden just below her peaceful emotions. How could he fix that? How could he help her? Part of her feeling bad was because of him, no matter what she told him.
“Kilras…what did Delhar say?”
“A lot of things,” he answered.
“Yeah, but what parts do you keep thinking about?”
“All of them.”
“Kilras, you’re being annoying.”
“So are you.”
“Just tell me what she said.”
He sighed. Wynt would keep asking. She always did, about whatever she focused on. And if he could not talk to her about this, who could he talk to? Gydron? Kinra? Gahree? Well, yes, but would they understand about fathers the way Wynt did? How long had it been since any of them had a father? If they ever had. So he told her, trying to keep his words steady and without emotion.
She was watching him, her fingers still on the fragile body of the leaf she held. “Father’s aren’t supposed to be bad,” she said.
He frowned.

Hech smiled, his warm face in a halo of copper hair the same shade as Wynt’s, as he knelt beside Kilras and showed him how to read rabbit tracks in the snow.
Hech’s voice drifted across Kilras’s mind. “You ask why more boys are not Draigon? No one is sure. Gydron has tried to find out. Maybe someday we will understand. Until then, you’re the only boy in a world of girls. And your mother has not been as kind as she could have been, or as caring.”
A frown pressed down Kilras’s brow. “Will you teach me more?”
“More?”
“About being a boy.”
Hech laughed. “Kilras, being a boy is like being a girl. You think and feel and dream and learn and wish for things you can’t have, and find a way to get into all the trouble you can.”
“But if I have questions?”
“Find me. There are some things women will not be able to answer as well.”
Another memory, hard and sad — Aweir and Wynt, together, grasped a torch and touched it to the piled wood of the funeral pyre. Red sparks danced over the shrouded body even before the flames caught and spread and rose.

“Father’s aren’t supposed to die either.” Kilras watched Wynt’s face close up as he spoke.
She glared at him. “No. But they do.”
“And some are bad, too.” Kilras sat up. He got to his feet and paced to the edge of the circle of trees, and tugged hard at a loose piece of bark. It peeled away in a long, pink-orange strip, like paper curling at the edges. Paper Birch, Kinra called the tree. A tree for sharing secrets. “I wonder if it’s better to have a bad father or no father?”
Wynt ground the leaf between her palms. “Delhar must think no father is better.”
“What do you think?” It was too easy now, to make Wynt sad or angry. “I can’t think of Hech being bad.”
“Not ever,” she said, real bite ripping through the words.
Her sudden anger hit him like a physical impact. He rolled the piece of bark and stuffed it in his pocket. He could write a message on it with a twig and leave it under their rock for Wynt to find later. Maybe something happy he remembered about Hech.
“Why aren’t there more fathers here?” she asked.
He turned back to her and shrugged. “Gahree says the men in Arnan don’t live hard enough to need to come here. Or they don’t think the right way to come here.”
“All of them?”
“I don’t know.” He did not know much more about fathers than she did. “Maybe a lot of them? I don’t think she can find everyone who could be here. It would take too much looking.”
Wynt grabbed another leaf and plucked at it. “Well, Arnan looks big on the maps. Bigger than here by weeks and weeks of walking. It must be hard to see it all, even flying.”
He frowned. “You’ll see one day.”
“So will you.”
He shook his head. He would see Arnan, yes. But not the way she would. “I will. Just not flying.” If only it could be flying. His mother, the girls the Draigon brought here, the books in the library — so much of what they said about Arnan marked it as a place very different from Cyunant. A place hard and cruel, where different was dangerous, hated, and beaten down. How would it be, walking into that world?
Wynt interrupted his thoughts. “Do you think you can’t be Draigon because your father was bad?”
The fact of his humanness had not been a point of strangeness between them in years, so her words pulled his head up, startled. Heat bubbled up in his chest and he shook his head stiffly. “No. Delhar says nothing about me is because of him.” Not the way some things about him were because of Hech and Gydron and Kinra and Gahree.
She sighed at him. “Then what would keep you from changing? You’ve learned everything the rest of us have. Gahree says you’ll even use Gweld one day, just like me and Dahlie will.”
He sat down beside her and picked up a leaf of his own, but did not tear it apart, though he half-wanted to. Spinning the stalk in his fingers, he held it up to the sky, let the light shine through it so its veins became shadowed lines pressed through the thin surface. “I’m just not supposed to.”
“That’s silly. You have to try.”
Kilras shifted his shoulders. No heat lived at the base of his spine. Or of his mother’s either. And that mattered more. He could keep right on being human if he was supposed to. But Delhar needed to be Draigon, just as she had needed to escape from Sibora. That much he knew. Was it sadness that kept her human? Sadness about his father. And about Kilras himself? He shook his head.
Wynt prodded the silence. “Why not?”
He stared at the leaf again, turned it edgewise so that it was just a slivered line against the sky. Beside him, the fire was dying, having burned through the scant few twigs they had offered it. “I don’t have a Great Shape.”
“Everyone has a Great Shape.”
“Not humans.”
“Yes, they do.”
He looked back at her.
“Aweir says that when she was just her born form, that she was better with horses than anyone in her town. The way she is here. She said when she was human, training horses was her Great Shape. Because everything she knew best was about it.”
What kind of sense did that make? “What does knowing anything have to do with a Great Shape? I know as much as you, and I can’t be Draigon.”
“Well maybe your Great Shape is something else.”
“What else?”
“I don’t know. Something different. Like Gydron says, none of us is the same as another.”
“You don’t sound anything like her.”
Wynt laughed. “Of course not. I’m not her.” The fire was out. Wynt pushed dirt over it, smothering it completely.
Bad and different. Sometimes they might be the same thing. He spun the leaf stem between his fingers again, watched as it shifted aspects, flat, veined, thin, strong, fine. “Maybe my Great Shape needs to be found somewhere that’s just human.”
“Maybe.” She narrowed her eyes at him. “But human places are only far from here.”
He nodded. “Well, we both want to see Arnan.” He tried to believe the words as he spoke them.
“But for you to find a Great Shape will take years and years, just like it does here. You’d be gone so long!”
Kilras swallowed. “But if that’s where it is, that’s where I’ll have to go.”
“When you go, you could look for Syon and see why he’s too bad to be your father.”
That was close to what he was thinking, too.
Wynt grinned at him. “You’re not going anywhere for years and years.” She leaned over and planted a quick kiss on his cheek, then clambered to her feet and took off running through the woods.
He sat stunned, the leaf still in his hands, staring after her as she disappeared among the trees. Then he scrambled upright and raced after her.
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Sweat rivered down Kilras’s back and pooled low on his spine. His breath came ragged, deep, as he dragged the chill mountain air into his lungs. His arms, swinging in counterweight to his climbing strides, pumped hard as he raced up the trail. 
Run. That had been the only instruction of the day, and the line of Kinra’s arm as she pointed, the only indication of direction.
“How far?” he asked. “Where?”
She shook her head. “Just run. You’ll know why.”
He paused half-an-instant to assess the stream crossing ahead of him, then leaped onto a water-bordered boulder, chose a route, and rock-hopped across the creek. Run. Why run? Today was supposed to be evaluation day. Why this? He cursed under his breath and kept going.
The morning bled away as he moved. He had covered the length of the trail to the top of the great ravine and traversed the ridgeline and down the gulf cut. There, the trail bent southwest, up over the next peak, and it was that goal toward which he climbed. Every bit of his body burned, and a stitch pinched deep in his side. What was this all about?
When the trail switch-backed over a creek again, he stopped to catch his breath and dropped to one knee in the soft earth. Water skippers, their feet balanced in tiny pressure pools on the delicate surface of an eddy, scampered out of his way as he cupped his hands and bent to drink. Their motion left streaks of gold light over the water.
Kilras jerked upright and stared at the water. Nothing. Just the long-legged bugs bobbing to the rise and fall of the current spilling around them. For a few more heavy breaths he watched them, then bent and drank, thirst overcoming uncertainty. The water was icy and sweet and smelled of snow, even in the height of summer. Just water. Whatever he had seen when the skippers moved, it was not in the water itself.
He looked up. The sky was clouding, though the air did not smell of rain. Still…running along mountain peaks with a potential storm brewing? But Kinra had told him to run. Turning back was not really an option, whatever this was about. He pushed back to his feet, every muscle protesting, and started again up the trail. If he crossed the top of Nroe before mid-afternoon, he could likely beat any incoming weather and find his way into the low saddle between the next peaks… Where was he going?
He shook his head and again sprinted up the well-beaten path. His strides were slower now, each one hard-earned, but he pushed on. Even where the trail dipped briefly, his balance was tested and his knees took hard impact with every stride.
The path slanted upward again, and he broke through the tree line. Slabs of granite, patch-worked with scrub juniper and cedar, backed up the mountainside toward the sky. Above, clouds swirled. Over the rock, he moved faster, until he gained the peak and the entirety of the Lower Northern Range snaked out toward the horizon.
The view from Cyunant was stunning, but the protected nature of the ravine bowl hid the full expanse of the rolling mountains from view. And seeing a familiar sight from a new angle could change it completely. He stopped at the highest point, hands on hips, fighting for air, the stitch piercing his side like the frustration grinding through his thoughts, and stared out over the rolling crests.
The rocks around him shot gold light into the air.
Kilras staggered backward. Around him, shimmering waves danced with his motion, pale gold waving toward the sky like the aurora brought to earth.
Eyes wide, mouth open, he breathed in the changing shimmer with each inhale, and each exhale added sparks to the show. His dark thoughts widened, deepened, then fled. “What is this?” he whispered. Run, Kinra had said. What had she sent him into? Was this some new kind of storm he must learn to survive? How could he take shelter from light?
With deliberate care, he took a step forward. The light parted and moved with him. Raising a hand, he tried to touch it, but it swooped and cupped around his hand, just shy of his skin, just beyond true contact. Another step. He flexed his fingers and the brilliance moved with the action.
The cold impact of a raindrop broke against his palm, and he started. The light flared, wavered, and faded away. Without it, the world seemed flat, all smudges and shadows. He took a deep breath and looked up.
Overhead, the clouds had darkened. More raindrops splattered into his face. Blazing lights and now a storm. He had to get to lower ground. He again broke into a run, this time descending toward the cover of weather-twisted trees, alert to more strange visions and any danger they might contain.
Over the dampening rocks, he took care with his footing. Few things were as slick as wet lichen, and a fall could be deadly. Focused, holding in a stream of angry oaths, he descended, and at the very edges of his vision, gold flickered. He fought the urge to stop and stare, instead moved on. A short leap carried him into the cover of wind-bent trees. Around him, their branches shook as the wind kicked up, but he was sheltered from the worst of it, and from the cold bite of the rain.
As he moved lower, the trees gained height and their protection thickened, even as they cut the already storm-darkened light. He needed shelter. Whatever Kinra had in mind for his destination, whatever the goal of this strange day’s orders had been, he could not safely go much farther.
An outcrop of rocks loomed at the upper edge of the trail. He moved toward it, searching for any place he might find cover from the wind and rain. With luck, the storm would blow through quickly and he could continue before night fell. The rocks were solid granite, great boulders left behind by the withdrawal of ancient glaciers, and they were too tightly placed to provide any but basic lee-of-the-wind shelter. He needed more.
Back on the trail, he shivered as he ran, the rain now heavy enough to sneak through the canopy and drench him. He scanned ahead. Granite did not cave easily, but if he found an overhang or depression, the shelter it could provide was unparalleled. But he saw no options in the undergrowth.
His shaking increased, and he moved faster. If he could not find shelter, he had no choice but to keep moving and try to keep warm. Why had Kinra sent him out here? He had no supplies but his knife, no extra clothing. Even in summer months, the damp and wind could kill on the mountain. Fear, dense and hot, spilled through his belly.
Far to his right, a burst of gold sparks raked into the air, illuminating the forest in the flash of an instant. Not lightning. Something else. Something akin to what he had seen on the peak.
Kilras half-stumbled to a halt and peered through the deepening gloom in the direction of the light. “This better mean something,” he said. Whatever he was seeing — experiencing — must be the reason Kinra had sent him out here. But none if it would matter if he did not get warm soon. A series of
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