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The mountain rose where dawn first touched the world, its ridges carved by centuries of storms and the long, unmarked footsteps of those who had climbed before memory learned to speak. Wind traced every crease of its surface—sometimes gentle, sometimes sharp enough to cut—yet always with an intelligence too old and too deliberate to be called mere weather. The people of Thornwood village lived under its shadow with the wary familiarity of those who feared what they could not leave, and respected what they could not understand. They spoke of the mountain the way one might speak of an ancient god: never by name, always with distance, and never without listening first for the shift of air that might answer.

Every generation, a single child bore the curse—an unseen tether pulling them upward, forcing them to climb the mountain again and again, never reaching the summit, never returning unchanged. Some came back with shaking limbs. Some returned with eyes too quiet for their age. A few never returned at all. No villager knew where the curse began, though old stories whispered of a broken pact between sky and stone, of wings denied and blood feared. Yet none dared seek the truth. The mountain kept its secrets, and the wind kept its loyalties.

This year, the curse fell upon Elian.

A quiet young man with steady hands and a gaze that held both resilience and loneliness, he had climbed the mountain every season since childhood—failing, falling, rising again. The villagers pitied him. The priests could not help him. And Elian himself had learned to expect little from the world except the next ascent. Each climb carved something into him: a silence, a yearning, a strange familiarity with the way the wind sometimes bent around his body as though considering him.

Far above, in a realm where clouds bowed to wings, lived Caelan—the Winged King whose command over wind shaped storms and seasons. To his people, he was sovereign, heir of a lineage bound to protect the mountain’s equilibrium. To Caelan himself, duty had long since become a blade turned inward. The weight of prophecy, the threat of old magic reawakening, and the strict codes forbidding contact with humans carved him into a figure of impeccable restraint.

And yet, whenever Elian climbed, Caelan felt the mountain stir in ways it should not. The wind hesitated. Currents shifted without command. A name—unspoken for centuries—seemed to pulse in the air like a heartbeat.

Two lives, distant as sky and earth, began to lean toward the same point on the horizon, drawn not by fate as mortals understood it, but by something older: a bond sealed in forgotten history, fractured by fear, and waiting—patiently, painfully—to be recognized.

When the cursed boy climbed again, the mountain awakened.
And this time, the wind did not watch in silence.
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Chapter 1: The Boy Who Climbs Alone


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The first light of morning seeped into Thornwood as if the day were reluctant to touch the village, a pale wash over damp roofs and the low stone wall that tried, unsuccessfully, to separate fields from mountain. Mist clung to the ground where last night’s rain had sunk into the earth, and the scent of wet soil rose heavy and dark from the path that led toward the forbidden slope, wrapping itself around bare ankles and the frayed hem of trousers that had been mended one season too many. Elian stood at the edge of the narrow lane with his boots in one hand, toes pressing into the chilled grass while the last of the night bled out of the sky like ink thinned in water.

A crow called once from the crooked birch that leaned over the well, its voice a rough scrape in the quiet, then fell silent as if even it understood there were things that should not be heralded. The houses along the lane held their breath; shutters remained closed, doors half-ajar at best, with slivers of faces caught in the shadows where lamplight did not reach. No one stepped fully outside, yet the weight of their watching rested over his shoulders with the same familiar drag as his climbing rope, the invisible pull of pity and fear knotted tighter than any cord.

He set the boots down on the flat stone beside the path and slid his feet into them, the leather stiff where it had dried by last night’s fire, laces rough against fingers that bore thin white scars across the knuckles. The chill of the morning clung between his toes until the wool warmed, and the memory of wet grass lingered like a ghost of river-water clinging to skin after an unexpected fall. His hands moved by habit—loop, pull, knot—binding each boot with the careful precision of someone who had learned that even small mistakes could become fatal several cliff-faces later.

Behind him, a floorboard creaked; he did not turn. The crooked cottage he shared with Lyra Thornwood leaned into the lane like an old woman listening for gossip, its thatch patched with darker straw where winter storms had torn it bare. The smell of smoke and boiled herbs drifted faintly through the open gap in the shutters, and along with it the soft scrape of clay against wood as Lyra moved something on the table, the tiny domestic sound too gentle for the violence of the day ahead. Her shadow never crossed the doorway when he left for the mountain, but it hovered just beyond, a presence pressed into that strip of gloom like the faded outline of a hand once laid there.

He lifted the coil of rope from the wall peg and settled it across his chest, the rough weight pressing into his collarbone so that his skin tingled beneath the thin shirt, fabric brushing the ache that lived there without ever quite easing it. The knot at his sternum was familiar, a circle worn by years of tightening and loosening, as if the mountain had already looped a hold around him and merely allowed him to mimic the gesture. He checked the leather of his gloves, flexed his fingers, then tugged on the strap of the empty waterskin at his hip to feel its promise of future weight.

A door farther down the lane opened with a reluctant squeal, and a boy too young to shave peered out, eyes round above a blanket clutched to his chest. His mother’s hand appeared an instant later, pressing firmly against his shoulder to draw him back, her mouth moving in a whisper that drifted no farther than the threshold. Others watched from behind uneven slats of wood and thin curtains, their gazes gathering in the air like smoke that refused to rise, dense with stories they would never tell where he could hear them. Each year, the same pattern unfolded around him—faces visible in pieces, voices caught before they became sound, the village giving him up to the mountain without daring to speak the farewell.

Elian stepped forward anyway, because there was nowhere else for his feet to go when the year turned to this day. The ground beneath the thin crust of morning frost yielded slightly with each pace, the soil softened by winter’s slow retreat, and cold seeped through the soles of his boots until his stride found its rhythm and warmth threaded back into his muscles like fire through damp kindling. His breath pressed hard against his ribs on the first incline, not yet from exertion but from the tightness that always seized his chest when the fields began to fall away and the open face of the mountain rose up in front of him, vast and indifferent.

The path out of Thornwood narrowed as it left the last of the tilled earth behind, the low stone wall ending in a tumble of rock where farmers had long ago decided the land no longer belonged to them. Wild grasses took over where crops refused to grow, their blades silvered by the fine sheen of dew that caught what little light the sky allowed. Each stalk brushed against his boots with a soft hiss, a chorus of small partings that marked the boundary between a world that tolerated him and one that demanded him. The mountain waited beyond, the slope still mostly veiled in a drifting shawl of cloud, its rough spine cutting the horizon into two uncompromising halves.

Thornwood shrank at his back, the cottages huddling closer together as distance stretched, until they looked less like homes and more like stones left behind by a retreating tide. The well’s crooked birch diminished to a uneven line, its single bent arm barely reaching above the clustered roofs, and the road that threaded between field and house became nothing more than a faint seam in the patchwork of the valley. The silence he carried with him changed in character as he walked; the absence of village sound slowly unstitched itself from fear and re-wove into the wide quiet of early sky and open rock, the kind that filled the lungs more fully even as it reminded them how easily they could be emptied.

By the time he reached the worn rock that the villagers used as a marker—the last place they would ever stand before turning back—his breathing had found an easy pattern, though his ribs remembered other mornings when that had not been so. The stone bore faint carvings, not words but lines scratched by generations of anxious fingers, as if by leaving marks here they could bargain with whatever waited higher up to leave its own marks elsewhere. He brushed his glove lightly over one groove, the edges smoothed by time and weather, and beneath the leather his palm tingled with a small, sharp echo from the first year he had stood at this very place with bare, shaking fingers and no calluses to soften the contact.

He had been twelve then, still slight with the unresolved length of a boy whose bones had not finished deciding who he would be, when the first climb began. The memory did not rise as words or ordered scenes; it came instead as the quick sting in his sides where growth had pulled too fast, as the phantom burn along his shoulders from a rope that had hung too heavy on a frame not yet strong enough to bear it, as the particular chill that slid into the hollows behind his knees when he first looked up and saw, truly saw, the breadth of stone looming above the valley like a hand closing over a mouth.

The curse had not spoken aloud when it settled on him. No voice from the sky, no dark figure at his bedside, no priest with eyes rolled white. It had arrived in the sudden compulsion that dragged his gaze upward with an insistence that drowned out every other sound, in the unyielding certainty that each year—on this same morning—his feet would carry him to the foot of the mountain and would not stop until the ascent began. No healer had broken it, no prayer had loosened it, no ritual had done more than exhaust the few coins Lyra had hidden beneath floorboards, the wood left emptier each time while the pull remained.

He stepped past the marker stone without pausing further, the rope across his chest shifting with the motion and tightening briefly against old bruises that had faded to a permanent ache. Beyond this point, the path lost its sense of being a road and became instead a series of choices between one patch of firm ground and another less certain, the earth giving way to rock that jutted from the slope in irregular teeth. Mist thinned as he climbed, clinging only to the lower bushes and the crooked roots of shrubs that clutched at cracks, leaving the air clearer and sharper, as if each breath had been drawn across the edge of a blade.

Birdsong faded. The valley’s sounds did not follow him; no bleating of goats, no low murmur of farmer’s voices, no clatter of pails at the well. The only rhythm remaining was his own—the steady thud of boot against stone, the scrape of loose gravel, the faint creak of rope fibers shifting, the slow drag and push of lungs learning, once more, the angle of this particular incline. When the wind stirred, it moved with a strange restraint, skimming along his cheek and the side of his neck in a measured line, not the random gust of weather but something closer to a hand adjusting a collar.

He reached the first shelf of rock, a broad ledge that jutted like a tongue from the mountain’s mouth, and paused to study it, eyes tracing the familiar cracks that would carry his weight and the crumbling edges that would not. The stone held the night’s cold in its heart, the air above it cooler than the climb behind; as he stepped onto it, the chill climbed up through the soles of his boots and into his calves, a slow, deliberate invasion that reminded his body of every year it had done this before. The skin at the back of his neck prickled, not from temperature but from the way the space suddenly opened around him, the drop to one side an abrupt absence where the hillside fell away into a scatter of broken rock and stubborn scrub.

He set one hand against the cliff-face to steady himself, fingers finding purchase in a shallow groove worn by countless touches that were, most likely, all his own. The stone met his palm with a familiar roughness, and under the glove the ridged surface dug into old callus in a way that aligned too neatly to be random. Chill bled from rock to skin, and with it came the same blend of surrender and defiance that had worn into him over the years, like water carving its shape into the inside of a cup until nothing else would fit there.

Lifting his gaze, he followed the line of the mountain upward. The sky above the summit remained partially veiled by cloud, a thin, torn layer through which hints of blue threaded like veins beneath pale skin. The wind shifted with the direction of his attention, as if something unseen aligned itself along that line of sight, the air suddenly moving not across him but along him, pressing against his back in a careful, measured push. It lacked the wild edge of true storm winds; there was no slap, no sting, only the quiet insistence of a presence that did not wish to be named.

He moved again, crossing the ledge with his weight low and centered, boots placing themselves in a sequence made muscle-deep from repetition. The mountain’s face loomed closer, the rock rising sheer on his left while the open air gaped at his right, and the space between those two extremes narrowed until his shoulders almost brushed stone each time he inhaled. The rope across his chest creaked faintly, each breath hitching it higher before letting it settle again, and within that small cage of motion his heart kept an even, unhurried pace that belonged more to acceptance than to calm.

Somewhere above, wings might have brushed the air—at least, that was how the faint sound unfolded, a soft, rhythmic shiver that did not match the direction of the breeze. It came and went at the edge of hearing, a suggestion more than a noise, like the memory of a page turning in a silent room. He did not lift his head in search of its source; the first rule of the climb was that eyes belonged on the next step, not on the sky, and if the sky watched him in return, it would do so whether he acknowledged it or not.

The incline sharpened. Where the path met the next rise, stone broke into a series of jagged protrusions, each one a handhold or a trap, depending on the angle of fingers and weight. Elian reached for the lowest of these, glove brushing away a smear of damp that had gathered in a shallow dip, and set his boot on a narrow ledge just high enough that his knee protested. Muscles along his thigh tightened, the strain sending a ripple of discomfort up into his hip where an old injury pulled, and the first true flare of pain welcomed him back into the particular intimacy of this ascent.

That sharpness opened a door inside him, as it always did. Memory seeped through in flashes aligned to muscle and bone rather than narrative: the year his foot had slipped on a patch of moss and his shin had struck rock so hard that Lyra had spent weeks wrapping poultices around purple bruises; the season when the wind had snapped unexpectedly and thrown grit into his eyes, the world vanishing into a smear of gray until his lashes flushed it clear with tears he had pretended were from the sting alone. The mountain catalogued these offerings without comment, its surface indifferent to the traces of his passing even as it recorded every one in the ledger of his flesh.

He pulled himself up onto the next rise with a controlled exhale, careful not to waste air on anything as useless as a sound. The breath left his mouth in a thin ribbon of warmth that tangled with the cooler air, and the wind caught that brief heat and turned it back toward him, brushing his lips with the faint moisture he had just surrendered, as if testing its flavor. The sensation lingered longer than it should have, a soft pressure moving along his jaw in a line that did not strictly follow the breeze, tracing the edge of stubble that had grown coarse over the last few exhausted days of preparation.

The path narrowed further, leading him into a short corridor of rock where the walls drew closer together, their surfaces damp with condensed mist. Drops of water clung to the stone in beads that reflected the muted light, each a tiny, clear eye that made the passage feel crowded despite his solitary progress. His shoulders brushed the roughness on either side with each step, and the friction left faint impressions on his sleeves that would likely darken into bruises by nightfall, the fabric no longer thick enough to fully absorb the mountain’s insistence on making contact.

Wind funneled through the gap with a low murmur, its voice compressed by the confines of stone until it lost the scattered quality of weather and became something more focused. It pushed against his chest at first, then eased, shifting to swirl around his ankles in a tight spiral before sliding up along his spine in a slow, deliberate climb. The sensation was too continuous, too precise, to belong purely to chance; it mapped him with the intimacy of a hand learning the shape of a familiar back, pausing in the hollow just below his shoulder blades where tension gathered each year like a knot in wood.

His skin reacted before his mind arranged meaning, a shiver running outward from that point beneath the rope, tiny muscles under the fabric tightening in a ripple that made him glance automatically toward the open sliver of sky framed by the end of the rocky corridor. Nothing waited there but a strip of pale light and the suggestion of greater height beyond, yet the line of his neck remained taut, as if some small, stubborn part of him refused to relax under scrutiny that left no visible trace.

The corridor spat him out onto a wider platform, flatter than the ledge below and scattered with small stones that rolled underfoot with a faint clatter. Here, the mountain seemed to pause, offering a space broad enough for a man to turn around and see how far he had come. Elian did not turn. The pull in his chest moved forward, not backward, and the village behind him was already fading into the same distant haze as past attempts, its existence reduced to an ache that lived in the same place as the knowledge that, should he fall, that hillside and those shuttered windows would be no more than a memory eroded by gossip.

He took another step toward the far edge of the platform, where the rock tilted upward again in a new angle of challenge. The wind quieted, drawing back as if taking measure, and for a heartbeat the air lay still on his skin, the absence of motion as sudden and complete as if the mountain itself were inhaling and choosing not to release the breath. The hairs along his arms rose under his sleeves, not from cold but from the way that stillness pressed against the surface of his body, a held note waiting for its echo.

When he shifted his weight toward the first foothold on the next incline, the ground responded. Not dramatically—no crack, no collapse—but with a subtle, undeniable tremor that ran through the stone beneath his boots like a low chord struck deep inside the mountain’s body. Pebbles at the edge of the platform quivered and skittered a few inches closer to the drop, colliding softly with one another before settling again, and dust lifted from a nearby crevice in the faintest of clouds, fine as breath in winter light.

The vibration travelled up through his legs and into his spine, a slow, resonant shudder that made his ribs tighten around his lungs as if bracing around something more than air. Wind answered a fraction of a moment later, sweeping in from above with a deliberate, circling motion that wrapped around his shoulders and neck, neither pushing nor pulling, merely enclosing, its currents cool and watchful as a gaze lowered from a height he could not see.

The mountain never greeted him like this.

He stood very still, one hand extended toward the next hold, the rope across his chest drawn snug by the position, the breath he had meant to release lodged instead somewhere high in his throat. The slope ahead waited. The valley below had already let him go. Between them, in that narrow span of rock, the air held the faint sound of something vast stirring far above the mist, as if wings were folding in against a body that had been motionless for too long.
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Chapter 2: Wings in the Clouds
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High air wrapped the ridge in a chill so clean it scoured the lungs on the way in, clear and thin and edged with a sharpness that left nothing to hide behind. The mountain’s upper stones rose around Caelan like the teeth of some sleeping beast, dark and still beneath a sky where clouds drifted in slow, deliberate procession, their undersides heavy with unspent rain. The smell here had no trace of soil or smoke; it carried only ice and distant storms and the faint metallic tang of old lightning, a taste that had lived in this place long before any winged king laid a claim over it.

One step from the edge, the drop yawned open—a sheer fall from jagged ledge to shadowed ravines where past winters had left their scars, snow and rock and bone all ground together into the anonymous gray the mountain preferred. On the opposite face, the human moved. Small at this distance, no more than a dark stroke against the paler stone, yet distinct in the way that line refused to halt where others had broken and slid. Each placement of hands and feet on the slope followed a pattern too steady for accident, a progression that belonged to someone who returned often enough to wear his own path into a place that wished to deny it. Year after year that stubborn line appeared on the mountain, and year after year it returned to the valley maimed but breathing, like a question the curse had failed to finish. He was a question Caelan had no right to linger on. He should not care. He would not look again.

Feathers shifted along Caelan’s back as he adjusted his stance, the movement sending a quiet shudder through wings held close against the cold. The air stroked over them, pure and thin, slipping between long flight feathers and catching briefly along edges where old scars had stiffened the barbs. When he flexed his shoulders to ease the familiar tightness gathering at the joints, a soft rush rose from his back, the sound of wind riding feather and bone in a rhythm that had tied his body to the sky since childhood, as constant as pulse. The mountain knew that sound; the mountain had heard it in war and in peace and in the lonely hours when he stood here alone, watching the valley breathe.

The human climbed within that hearing as if the curse on his blood cared nothing for the laws of height. The pattern of his ascent did not fit the clean, brutal curve that fate usually carved when it dragged mortals up this slope—no panic, no wild scrabble, no clumsy desperation that ended in the abrupt silence of a fall. Instead, the body moved with a kind of grim patience, pausing only long enough to test each handhold before committing weight, shoulders bowing forward under the rope that crossed his chest yet refusing to fold.

A current of wind strayed across the ridge, heading toward the human’s side of the mountain with the casual aimlessness that belonged to untended air. Caelan let it reach him, tasted its temperature, the speed of its drift, the slight tilt that would catch at loose gravel and turn it into a minor nuisance instead of a threat. One subtle shift of intent sent a ripple through that current, a rotation that should have drawn it back toward his own position and smoothed its edge until it became no more than a breath against stone. The air acknowledged the command for a moment, circling under his will with the familiar ease of a trained hawk wheeling at a signal.

Then it slipped its leash.

Instead of returning, the wind stretched thin along the lines of rock that led toward the climber, skimming close over the human’s shoulders and throat with a touch that carried no sting at all, only a careful steadiness that held loose grit in place beneath his boots. The disobedience did not roar; it did not even tremble enough to disturb the cloud banks above. It simply chose another path, and in that small betrayal lay something far more unsettling than any storm.

The muscles at the base of Caelan’s neck tightened, drawing a line of strain from spine to skull. Windbinding lived in those muscles, in the bones of his hands and the scars along his back, in the quiet familiarity of directing a hundred small currents at once to keep the sky over Aeralis clear and the mountain passes safe for wings and stone alike. Air obeyed him because the old pacts said it would. Air obeyed him because his blood carried the marks of kings who had stepped into storms and used the sky as a blade. Air obeyed him because if it did not, nothing else in this realm could be trusted to keep its place.

Another band of breeze drifted down from higher up the slope, cool and light as it slipped past his temple, carrying the crisp scent of snow that had not yet melted and the colder tang of exposed granite. It aimed itself toward the climber as well, drawn by the shape of motion on the rock below like dust to a footprint. Caelan reached again, not with hands or voice but with the portion of will that had been tied to the wind since his first flight, the silent assertion that turned a casual gust into a precise tool. The breeze faltered, hesitated as if something invisible caught at its edges.

Then it slid around his grasp and settled around the human in a loose, circling sheath.

High air pressed at Caelan’s chest, cool and thin, reminding his lungs of hours spent in flight and battles fought in the choir of storms, yet beneath that familiar pressure another sensation coiled—an awareness of the precise hollow into which the wind now poured itself on the far face of the mountain. Currents that should have been his fingers and his shield draped instead over mortal shoulders, cushioning that frail frame from the sharper gusts that liked to slide knives along exposed skin at these altitudes. The mountain’s weather bent itself around the climber as if he were a fire that needed shelter.

Far below, the valley lay soft and vague under morning haze, the village of Thornwood nothing more than a scattering of pale marks where roofs caught the young light. From this height, smoke from hearth fires curled too thin to carry scent, and the human who belonged to that cluster of houses should have been no more remarkable than the goats that moved along lower slopes. Yet the wind refused to treat him as one more creature pushed around by chance. It paid attention.

Clouds massed overhead, no thicker than usual yet restless in their formation, their bellies dragging long shadows over the rock as they shifted. One narrow seam opened, a dark line cutting across the body of a cloud where air currents had pulled too sharply, and sunlight speared through for a brief moment, sketching a bright cut down the mountain’s side. The beam passed directly over the climbing figure before vanishing again as the cloud sewed itself shut, the sky repairing its own wound with an efficiency that left no visible trace.

The image lodged anyway, a slice of light marking that single mortal in the immense geography of stone and air. Caelan dragged one wing a fraction farther around his shoulders, folding the limb closer as if to tuck the irritation into the shadow it cast. The movement dragged at old injuries hidden beneath feathers, lines of tight scar tissue along the strongest primaries where blades of enemy wings and arrows of mortal make had once found purchase. Those places ached differently in the cold; the ache had a color here, a deep, bruised blue that belonged to storms seen from the inside.

Wind pressed along the scarred spans as if in apology, then abandoned them again in favor of the human below.

The line of the climber’s body tightened as the slope steepened, muscles working beneath worn fabric in a rhythm that spoke of long practice rather than grace. From this distance, only the broad strokes were visible—the steadiness of his upward progression, the rare stumbles quickly corrected, the way he never leaned too far into the mountain nor too far away, keeping his center in that narrow band where balance and surrender shared the same breath. A gust coming off the upper crags should have hit him side-on and driven his shoulder against the rock hard enough to scrape skin raw; the gust curled instead, slipping over him like a thrown cloak, the harsh edge of it blunted into something nearer to a push on the small of the back.

Far above, another piece of cloud tore open. This time the gap did not close immediately. The rent lingered, its jagged edges fraying into fine wisps that tugged against each other with the stubbornness of fibers refusing to re-knit, and through that ragged opening the higher sky showed clear and thin and distant, unsoftened by haze. The mountain’s profile cut across that purity in an unsmiling line; the human’s ascent traced a much smaller mark along that same flank, yet the two motions began to feel connected—the slow unraveling of cloud and the relentless climb of mortal limbs, both drawing attention to a change in what should have been a stillness.

The weight of Caelan’s crown sat where it always did, invisible and inescapable, in the set of his shoulders and the way his spine aligned against unseen expectations. The wind knew that weight; it had been present when the rites were spoken and the bindings sealed, when the blood of his predecessor dried on stone and the first gust approached his outstretched hand to pledge obedience. The air around him now carried the memory of that moment in the subtle, circling pattern that marked him to the mountain as its keeper, a signature woven into temperature and pressure and direction. No breath of wind should have been able to ignore that mark.

Yet currents slid past, indifferent, making for the human instead.

A faint rushing answered the unspoken protest—distant at first, like water heard through stone, then louder as it rolled up the flanks of the mountain, gathering depth. The sound did not belong entirely to the wind; it came from within the rock itself, a low, continuous exhale that had nothing of lungs and everything of age. The mountain breathed. It did so rarely in a way that could be perceived, only when something disturbed the deep patterns sunk into its bones—ancient pacts, old punishments, the slow grind of fate’s wheel as it shifted encrusted rust from one notch to the next.

Vibration trembled under his boots, so slight it could have been dismissed as a trick of stance if the same note had not hummed along the veins of air above the stone. The breath of the mountain travelled in both mediums at once, through granite and through gust, a single tone carried two ways, and in that tone lay an adjustment that scraped against the well-ordered map in Caelan’s mind where every current and eddy had their place. The curse anchored in these heights was moving.

The mark of its pattern had been familiar for years now, a steady spiral that wound itself around each mortal chosen from the valley, constricting with each attempt until brittle bones or failing hearts gave way. Wind had served that pattern without question, tightening into blades when called, loosening into lulls only when the mountain required a pause before the next cruelty. Today, that spiral loosened in one direction and tightened in another, the line of pressure curling away from old grooves and reaching toward him instead.

Cold sank deeper into Caelan’s hands where they rested, ungloved, against the rock at his sides, the stone beneath his fingers holding its own memory of what had been carved into its foundations a century ago. Names spoken in anger, oaths etched in drops of mingled blood, the wordless fear of a people who had turned their protective covenant into a weapon. Those echoes rose now like old smoke shaken out of a tapestry, curling around the present with a bitterness that had not faded. The breath of the mountain carried that same bitterness, but layered over it lay something else, an intent that had not been part of the original curse.

The new line of pressure drew itself more clearly with each beat of his wings held still, with each step the human took upward. Wind tugged faintly at the edges of Caelan’s hair, at the long strands that had slipped free of the leather binding at his nape, not in the random pluck of breeze but in small, measured pulls that spoke of attention. The same attention wrapped the climber, feeling along that mortal frame as if seeking the correct place to tie a knot. Between those two points, a barely perceptible thread formed, not yet a path, not yet a bond, only the outline of one.

The muscles along his shoulders protested as he held his wings folded for too long in the same position, a slow ache that spread outward from old wounds toward healthy tissue, the kind of pain that belonged to strain rather than damage. Wind usually eased that ache, carrying some of it away the moment he opened the wings and let them drink space. Today, the relief did not come. The air hovered just out of reach, circling at the very edge of his influence like a ring of wary onlookers, present but uncooperative, more interested in the mortal across the gulf than in the king whose command they were bound to.

A faint line appeared between his brows, more the result of the pressure in his temples than any conscious expression. The human had paused at a narrow ledge, one hand braced flat against the stone while the other checked the coil of rope across his chest, fingers moving with a competence that belonged to someone intimate with the mountain’s habits. The wind drank the sight, flowing around that still figure in eddies that gathered small fragments of dust and carried them upward instead of letting them grit into eyes or slip under boot soles. Every gesture of the air became an act of protection rather than punishment.

The mountain’s breath deepened.

The sound of it thickened in the air, low and resonant, like a drum whose skin had been struck not with a blow but with a firm, quiet palm. It rolled through the stone under Caelan’s feet and into his bones, into the shafts of his wing-bones, into the hollow spaces of his chest where his own breath had already adjusted to the thinness of the height. Around him, the smaller winds quieted as if listening, and the clouds above shifted yet again, their formations breaking into uneven segments that drifted apart instead of holding their usual disciplined ranks.

In the deep note of that exhale, a message lived—no word, no clear phrase, but a direction. The curse was changing its route, redirecting some portion of its weight. The line of that redirection pointed not only at the mortal on the rock but also back along an invisible vector that intersected, unpleasantly precisely, with Caelan’s own position on the ridge.

For a heartbeat, air pressed into his lungs with a weight that belonged at lower altitudes, heavy and full, as if the mountain had lent him some of its density so that he would not miss the point. The knowledge sat there, solid and unwelcome, displacing the cold, clean emptiness he preferred to carry on these solitary watches. The curse, designed to grind a mortal line out of existence one broken climber at a time, had found a new configuration where a king’s blood offered itself—perhaps without consent—as a counterweight.

Below, the human moved again, stepping away from the brief safety of the ledge and committing his body to another stretch of unforgiving slope. The wind followed, attentive and almost eager, structuring itself into subtle braces and lulls around each handhold he chose, each foothold he risked. The air’s loyalty had not vanished; it had only shifted its focus, dividing its service between duty to the curse and some other imperative that bent both mountain and sky toward this single, stubborn mortal.

Caelan’s shoulders tightened once more, the pain in the old wounds along his wings sharpening as if the scars sensed the coming strain before the rest of him could. The breath he released came out slower than intended, the fine mist of it lost at once in the chill, yet the exhale carried a thread of something that did not belong in ritual or in rulership. The mountain listened to that, too; stone and air both registered the small, reluctant surrender that lived in the set of his jaw and the unaltered position of his feet.

The wind that wrapped the climber quivered, a brief tremor as if caught between two instincts. Above them all, the torn seam in the clouds widened by the breadth of a hand, letting a strip of higher blue emerge, stark and thin and watching. The mountain’s next breath reached him through that opening, colder and more intimate, brushing along the inside of his ribs with a chill that carried not only warning but recognition.

The curse had turned its face toward him.
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Chapter 3: The Whispering Path
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The path thinned as the mountain drew him toward its first true choice, the familiar narrow strip of rock veering between two walls that leaned inward as if conspiring against anyone foolish enough to pass. The ledge under his boots no longer spread itself into broad shelves; it pinched and stuttered, offering only fragments of foothold punctuated by shallow dips where old rain had collected, dried, and left behind a brittle crust of dust. With each step, the rope across his chest dragged faintly against his ribs, a steady, grounding weight, while above him the slope climbed into paler stone that caught the young sun and held it until the surface warmed and began to breathe out heat.

The air changed just before he reached the entrance to the Whispering Path. Sound shifted first, the broad, open silence of the lower face tightening into a focused hush that lived between the rocks rather than over them, as if the mountain’s attention had narrowed to this corridor alone. His own breath became louder by contrast, a measured drag and release that struck the stone in front of his face and rebounded softly, announcing his presence in a place that did not care to be reminded of visitors. Farther ahead, where the pass bent out of sight, a thin thread of sound uncoiled—too low and continuous to be the clatter of falling pebbles, too deliberate to be the casual scrape of wind.

Stepping past the last outcrop that marked the boundary, he entered the section the few old tales still named without meeting his eyes. The Whispering Path had earned its title easily; even in the first year, with his limbs still clumsy and his lungs too small for the slope, the wind here had spoken, not in words but in insistences, nudging his shoulders toward safer-looking routes that curved subtly downward, pushing at his back whenever the correct path led into steeper risk. The currents carried an uncanny sense of direction, a trickster’s guidance that had almost persuaded him once to follow a smoother ledge that ended in a blind drop. Since that day, suspicion lived in his skin whenever he reached this stretch, a prickle in the muscles along his sides that tightened in quiet refusal each time the air suggested a turn.

Today, the stone beneath his palm yielded faint warmth, the surface holding the sun’s early touch like a kept ember, dry and rough under his glove. The heat surprised more than comforted; in most years, this high corridor waited cold and damp, the rock sweating out the memory of night well into the morning. He pressed his hand more fully against the wall, fingers spreading to test the texture, and the dry grit under his palm ground against callused skin, a small reminder that the mountain was closer to waking than to sleeping. The smell rising from the stone carried a new sharpness, not merely dust and lichen but something scorched and mineral, as if lightning had once brushed the surface and left a faint, invisible mark.

Wind brushed his ear with its first murmur, too soft to parse yet unmistakable in intention. It came from behind at an angle that did not match the open sky, threading itself along the narrow gap above his head with a care that avoided the low overhangs. The sound it made resembled a half-formed voice, a breath drawn in close before words, and the instinct that had learned to flinch from such suggestions set his jaw even as his feet found the next hold. The path forked a few paces ahead; one option sloped slightly downward before curving around a protruding spur of rock, the other climbed more steeply over uneven steps carved by weather and the stubborn passage of feet like his.

The wind fluttered against his shoulder, gathering itself around the downward-leaning ledge with an eagerness that wanted to be invitation. In previous years, this was where it pressed most strongly, a coaxing pressure that urged his weight toward the easier incline, the air thickening over the correct ascent to make it feel less welcoming. Now, instead of shoving, it hovered, hesitant, the gusts breaking into smaller currents that skimmed along both options as if deliberating. A strand of moving air touched the back of his neck with the gentleness of fingertips checking for fever, cool and light, and then slid away upward toward the steeper rise.

His chest tightened despite the measured pace of his breathing. Muscles along his ankles and calves remembered too clearly the bruising lessons hidden in false kindness, the way smooth paths had ended in gravel-slick edges and sudden drops. Suspicion braced him against the wall, hand flattening harder against the heated stone, the roughness biting through the leather to anchor him. The wind returned to his ear, this time in a thin, almost melodic sigh, the pitch riding the bones of his skull with the suggestion of a shape that stopped just short of a tone he could name.

He did not answer, not with voice. His reply lay in the angle of his next step, the deliberate way his boot lifted and came down on the first of the uneven upward holds, ignoring the apparent mercy of the lesser slope. The gust that had gathered around that easier way shivered, disassembling into loose fragments that scattered against the rock with a faint hiss; the current at his back pulsed once, then settled, sliding its presence along his spine and up into the narrow space between his shoulders as he straightened into the steeper line.

Breath moved faster now, not quite strained but no longer casual, the air he drew in thinner and flavored with the heated stone’s scent. His ankle rolled slightly as he shifted weight to the next foothold, a small twist that sent a quick pain darting up along the outside of the joint, sharp as a snapped twig. The jolt stole a fraction of his attention, dragging it away from the wind’s behavior and down into the precise negotiation between tendon, bone, and the sloping surface under his boot. The stone’s edge bit into the worn sole, and the muscles along his leg tightened in rapid adjustment, correcting the angle before the joint could give way completely.

For a moment, every sensation narrowed to the points of contact that kept him against the mountain—the rough drag of rock beneath his palm, the tight stretch of leather over his toes, the rope’s line across his chest. The wind, too, narrowed, focusing itself into a single, continuous stream that wrapped the lower half of his body, steadying his balance with a pressure that hugged rather than pushed. It held its breath with him in the silent count between one careful shift and the next, then exhaled as he did when the worst of the strain passed, the two releases merging so closely that the difference between them blurred.

Ahead, the path bent tightly around a bulging outcrop, the rock forcing his body toward the outer edge where the drop yawned unseen beyond his peripheral vision. He ducked his head to avoid a low lip of stone, shoulders scraping the cold surface, and the air caught in that gap between wall and back, trapped for an instant between two unyielding planes. The sound it made thinned to a whisper pressed through clenched teeth, a sibilant rush that stroked the fine hair at the nape of his neck and slid into his ear in a line of almost-deliberate cadence.

The content of it did not form words, yet the pattern felt different from the aimless muttering that had filled this corridor in other years. Those old voices had possessed a carrying quality, their suggestions thrown toward him with a gambler’s energy, sharp and insistent, each gust a shove that aimed to overturn his resolve. This wind coiled inward instead, the murmurs hugging close to his skin, quiet as a secret shared in a crowded hall, its tone not commanding but questioning, rising and falling as if waiting to see how he would answer in movement.

Heat radiated more strongly from the rock as the sun finally cleared some unseen ridge, the stone under his hand warming enough that the sweat on his palm began to dampen the glove’s inside. The smell of it thickened, no longer only dry dust but something like baked clay, earth pulled too long under a fire. Each breath filled his lungs with that flavor and left it coating his tongue, a reminder that the mountain was no distant, unfeeling thing here but a body with its own temperature and exhalations.

His fingers shifted, seeking a better hold on the newly warmed surface, and the roughness scraped hard enough along one knuckle to sting, a quick flare that threatened the thin balance of his grip. The wind surged at that exact moment, catching around his wrist in a compact eddy that supported the shift, taking part of the weight that would otherwise have wrenched his fingers. The motion came too precisely timed to belong to chance; the current met his falter halfway, as if it had anticipated the failure and had been waiting to offer its support.

The curse did not offer support.

The knowledge of that lived in the lines mapped across his own history, in scars on shins and ribs, in nights when every muscle had screamed against the ache of stopping short of the summit yet again. The curse delighted in missteps, laying thin veneers of safety over treachery, never stepping in to soften a blow when a handhold crumbled or a foothold turned. This wind behaved as if it had never been introduced to that cruelty, as if the story written into the mountain’s air had been revised without informing the one whose body bore the old draft.

The path narrowed again to a knife-edge where the inner wall fell away into a hollow rather than rising solid at his side. Here, a wrong step meant not a scrape or a bruise but a fall that would tumble him down into that scooped-out basin, the slope steep enough to turn a stumble into a rush he could not control. The stone offered only a thin strip wide enough for the length of his boot and a shallow divot for his fingers in the rock beside it, a crease where centuries of freeze and thaw had pried the cliff-face open by the width of a knuckle.

He reached forward, testing the divot, pressing his fingertips into the cool shadowed groove until the edges bit, then eased his weight onto the edge of the precarious foothold. The wind moved first to the hollow, dropping into the space where his body would abandon him if the stone failed, filling that absence with a soft, swirling presence that traced the contours of the unseen drop before rising to brush against his calves. Its touch felt like reassurance and like warning both at once, a reminder of how close the void lay and a quiet promise not to withdraw entirely should he slip.

Each shift of his weight across that section stretched time thin, his awareness spread over every joint and tendon, the micro-adjustments his body made to stay upright. The leather of his boot creaked softly, a fragile sound against the slow grind of pebble against pebble below, and the muscles around his ankle trembled with the effort of holding a line that did not want to be held. The pain that sprouted there was small but bright, a cluster of needles pushing out from within the joint, and that sharpness opened him again, letting in not thought but sensation more fully—the flutter of his own pulse in his throat, the dry catch at the back of his tongue, the faint burn in his wrists from keeping his arms extended at an awkward angle.

Wind leaned into him with exquisite care. It cradled his outer thigh and side in a wide, even pressure that bore some of his weight away from the treacherous foothold, not enough to unbalance but enough to give his straining muscles a fraction of relief. The contact held steady instead of gusting, no playful flicks, no sudden withdrawals, more like the steady brace of a shoulder offered under someone’s arm when they walked wounded. The mountain’s breath had never shown this kind of patience.

He cleared the worst of the edge with a final, measured step and found slightly broader purchase on the other side, the path widening just enough that his feet could stand one before the other instead of toe to heel. The relief in his ankle came as a warm, loosening wave, the pain subsiding to a dull throb that merely reminded rather than shouted. That warmth seeped upward, turning into a strange softness across his chest that did not belong entirely to physical reprieve, as if some tightly held knot had eased by a fraction without asking permission.

The wind’s whisper changed, too. No longer only a constant susurration, it broke now into short, uneven phrases—a pulse of sound near his left ear, a softer response by his right shoulder, a brief silence, then another murmur. The pattern mimicked speech so closely that the body recognized it even when the mind refused to assign words, and the skin along his jaw tingled in expectation each time the air gathered itself, as if his own bones prepared to receive meaning even in the absence of vocabulary.

He moved deeper into the Path, the walls on either side drawing closer until they cut off most of the view of the sky, leaving only a narrow ribbon of brightness far above that held no detail, only light. Heat radiated from the enclosing stone, warming the thin air until his skin prickled beneath his shirt, sweat gathering small and reluctant along his spine. The smell of the rocks took on a faint metallic undercurrent now, as if something in their composition responding to the increased temperature had been drawn out, an iron-like tang that settled in the nose and refused to fade.

His hand slid along the wall as he walked, fingers tracing old scratches that might have been left by his own gloves in previous years, shallow grooves worn in a pattern that matched the span of his reach. The stone’s texture shifted under his palm from smooth to rough and back, patches where erosion had scooped away softer material alternating with sections where harder veins stood proud. One such protruding ridge caught at the heel of his hand, jerking it abruptly; his balance tilted, the sudden stumble sending a sharp jerk up his arm into his shoulder and down through his torso into his already tender ankle.

Pain flared in his foot again, this time hot and fast, a concentrated burst that pushed a
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