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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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Only when they spread their wings

 are they wakers of a wind.

~ Rainer Maria Rilke








  
  Chapter 1
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Cleod – 38 years - 1195


Her stare pierced him. 
Crouched in a heat-packed circle of bare earth still smoldering from the fires he and Trayor had set to clear it, Cleod draped a forearm over his knees and looked away, staring over the plains toward the setting sun. When he had killed Eirar, the Sacrifice had been frantic with terror. At the Sacrifice on the Spur, Leiel had been eerily calm on the way up the mountain. But today, this woman watched him, stone-eyed. Something about her pressed at his senses. Her gaze encompassed nothing of the landscape, only him—as though she had measured everything about him, and found too much wanting.
Behind him, the scrape of boot leather over earth signaled motion. Cleod glanced over his shoulder at Trayor’s stiff-legged approach.
The Draighil stopped, hands on hips. “Nothing. Where is the beast, you Draigon-damned, cefreid traitor?”
Cleod frowned. Should he be bothered by those words? He was all of those things... He shook his head, returned his attention to the horizon. Through the long, sweltering day, the skies had remained clear of any dark silhouette that would mark the arrival of the beast they were here to kill. He imagined the frantic whispers back in Melbis, fear streaming off the Council along with sweat. Had there ever been a day like this in the history of the Sacrifices? A day a Draigon refused to meet the Draighil in battle and claim its prize?
Old knowledge, long relegated to the back of Cleod’s mind, circled and flitted behind his eyes: the records of great battles of old, losses and defeats, the histories of the Enclaves. Recalling those, this wait, or perhaps flat refusal, to join in battle, was unprecedented.
When Shaa had come for Leiel, it had been only moments from the time the key turned in her manacles to the time the monster had swept over the Spur. So fast then. Not so this day. Why the delay?
For an instant Cleod’s senses shifted, filled with the scent of smoldering leaves and rush of wind over the ridge top, then the shivering dry heat of the plains, dust, and blowing husks of broken grain returned. And still no Draigon.
Trayor swore. Something bumped Cleod’s shoulder and he glanced over to see a canteen held in Trayor’s gloved hand. “I can’t have you falling over.”
Another memory stirred—iced water on a Tower balcony. Cleod grinned and took the canteen, even as old laughter echoed through his ears and flipped his stomach. He raised the flagon to his lips and drank. The water was hot, and he smiled. Even being Draighil had only so many advantages. A chill rolled through him with thought of the title. Old. Coveted. New again...
The woman shifted and the chains, trailing from her wrists to the thick post embedded in the earth behind her, clanked. He looked at her. She must be thirsty and afraid. But she asked nothing of them, just sat with her back to the post and watched in silence.
Cleod got to his feet and walked toward her. She met his gaze in the dying light. The long slant of the sun’s rays coated her in gold, a prize out of legend. She was purely of Arnan, dark where the Farlan were pale. Her gaze was determined and resigned, and her presence pushed at his mind—tangled and tested his thoughts. In the dimming light, he might have mistaken her for Leiel.
For a moment the horizon tilted before him, spun into color and light, then the weight of the sword on his back settled him, righting the world. Familiar and strange at once, the pressure of the harness across his shoulders was eased by the patched fireleather he wore. Earthy and spiced and drenched in the acidic sweetness of cuila, the Draighil uniform was sweat slick inside, and the long day of waiting had marked his body with heat rash. The once familiar uniform molded every muscle under its weight, focused his awareness as it had so many years ago. Along his hips, the scars ached—scars left by the monster he was here to kill at last.
Cleod smiled at the woman. “Teska Healer,” he said. “Would you like water?”
She sat a moment, then pushed to her feet. “Yes.” The first word she had spoken all day, despite heat and wind and blazing sun. Her voice was marked by her light Melbin accent, nothing like Leiel’s firm, northern tones.
He stepped closer and offered her the canteen. She took it with both hands. Her eyes never left his face as she raised it and drank, the chains rattling with the action. Lowering the container, she wiped the back of a dusty wrist across her mouth.
“Two Draighil,” she said, her voice soft. “That’s never been the way.”
“He’s no Draighil.” Trayor lifted his voice so it carried loud in the small distance between them.
The woman paid no attention but asked Cleod, “How many times have the two of you done this?”
“Never,” Trayor said as he stepped up beside Cleod.
She gave a tug of her wrist, turned away as far as the bindings allowed, and looked over her shoulder at the two of them. “Because the Draigon is Shaa,” she said.
Cleod’s scalp tightened against his skull.
“Because I can,” Trayor said and laughed a little, the arrogance of it so familiar to Cleod’s ears. As it had a lifetime ago, the sound both grated and amused.
Cleod looked at Trayor, and then up again to the sky. Not a cloud. Not a sign.
Shaa. Late, this time. Waiting. Making him wait. But the beast would come. It would fill the sky and burn the air and shake the earth until standing and breathing were both near impossibilities. It would bring heat and fury—and it would not be surprised to find two men waiting.
The beast—he frowned, knowledge churning his gut—was not a beast. A shiver crossed his shoulders, and for a moment his vision swam. He inhaled, counted the beat of his pulse in his neck as he held the breath. He let it out and smiled. A challenge. The best kind—of skill and will and a determination that he had nearly forgotten how to call up.
The woman turned back to him and offered the canteen. He took it, and their eyes met again. The same. The same as Leiel’s—torn and sad. And pitying. Books and stories. The feel of a fresh shirt on his bare skin. Leather—supple and shielding. The feel of a sword in his grasp—! His belly turned molten and heat streaked up his spine, burst at the base of his skull, and flared through his mind. For a moment, he claimed awareness of every hair on his scalp as the fever seared over his head. His cheeks burned.
He stepped back, ran his fingers back through his hair. The length was wrong, too long for any Draighil. He pressed his eyes closed. What was he doing here? No. No. He could not allow doubt in. He shook himself. He was where he needed to be. Shaa. At last, Shaa.
Let the beast come.
This time no quarter would be asked or given. The air wavered and the woman’s face tipped, shifted, and for an instant, the echo of Leiel rang even deeper. Decades crumbled beneath his feet, the rich soil of the Melbin prairie darkened, solidified, until the mineral smell of granite flooded his sinuses. Pressed through his entire body, the memory of the Spur threatened again for a heartbeat moment—
“Cleod!” The voice yanked his mind through the tumbled recollection and into the now-copper-light of the grasslands’ dying day. Cleod drew himself straight as he turned. The action hid the shudder his body gave as he settled back into the moment, but his stomach churned and the skin on his shoulders crawled.
Trayor’s smile creased his face, stiff, as though it had been forced into place. “She’s of no importance.” He glared upward. “Where is the beast?”
Cleod frowned. Yes, she is... The thought drifted into the smoke as he followed Trayor’s glance toward the sky. “Shaa knows we’re here.”
“There’s been a Draighil at every Sacrifice for the last twenty years. Of course he knows.”
“About us both,” Cleod said.
Trayor’s smile broke at the edges. “How?”
Cleod looked over Trayor’s shoulder at the woman crouched in chains by the post. She stared at her hands, a small frown bunched over her brow. Her face seemed to shift and reform in the dying light. He blinked the aberration away.
Behind her, the sky was purple-blue, bright, and empty, and the hills rolled away toward the distant horizon. The rooftops of Melbis were just visible in the deepening shadows and early stars salted the horizon as pinpricks of light. Cleod shook his head, instinct at war with truth. Leiel. “Open prairie,” he said. “We didn’t get here without being seen.” Why did he not just speak what he knew?
Trayor looked up, back to Cleod. “There’s been no sign of the beast. How could it see us?”
A glance at Teska, backed by a chill. “Witches,” Cleod said. He smiled. “The Council said a witch came. You think she was not still in the city?” That was a better truth. A fierce truth, but made of sense and reality, and not at all of the worst of all possibilities. A truth he could face and conquer. A truth of corruption he might someday be able to correct. Old gods! If he could kill Shaa!
In the very depths of his belly, a half-contained hunger uncoiled. He shoved it down. It pressed back. Cleod dropped his head back and fought spiraling recollection. The sky was wrong, clear and star brilliant. It should have been grey and heavy with clouds. Smoke filled the air, but no Draigon blazed heat across the earth. A woman awaited her fate, but the sense of her was wrong, not made of sarcasm and laughter and hope. And yet—
The sky reeled and Cleod sucked in air. The spin slowed.
“The Draigon have always had allies,” Trayor said.
“Something never mentioned in our training.”
Trayor grinned. “Something mentioned to no one but Elders.”
Cleod looked at him a moment, then turned away, scanned the deepening indigo of the sky. Trayor had just declared himself an Elder. Of course. Soibel. Rohl. Most of them had to be dead by now. Who else would be chosen to lead but Trayor? Who else had the knowledge, and the arrogant confidence, to head the Ehlewer? “Congratulations.”
Trayor laughed. “Damn fool that you are, Cleod, you could have been one of us.” He shrugged, bent to toss another bundle of cuila into the nearest fire, stepped to the side as the fire crackled and plumed smoke. It washed over Cleod, flooded his lungs, and Trayor was right. Cleod frowned. He was a damn fool. He could have been so much more...
The smoke coursed into his lungs and he swayed, fought vertigo. He closed his eyes and steadied, focused. Once, he could have done so as easily as did the man beside him, taken in the cuila and all it offered, and ridden the thrill of it to place where clarity of thought and action were undisputed. So long since he had known that comfort in Gweld, of self and purpose, carried from deep in his gut without fear of the pain that must follow. He breathed deep. He could get back to that place. From this place, he could find a way.
Beside him, Trayor laughed again. “That’s it, Cleod. Here and now.”
Cleod opened his eyes. “She’ll come.”
Trayor went still a moment, then leaned close, his features tightening and yet blurring across Cleod’s vision. “She?”
“Shaa,” Cleod blinked and shook his head. “Shaa will come.” The cuila swirled, fading all hunger, fading all but the need to finish what he had started so long ago. The sun had vanished over the edge of the earth, and the dust filtered light and air and his ability to form thoughts. “She will come.”
Trayor stared, but Cleod only half registered the intensity of emotion building in the other man’s eyes. Nothing mattered but the fulfilling stench of vision herb on the breeze, and the distant sound of wings riving air. Real or dreamed, it did not matter. Eventually, heat would split the sky, split the very earth and all senses, and the waiting would end. A reckoning, long overdue, rode the night wind. Death would land with the Draigon and claim its due.






  
  Chapter 2
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Leiel - 23 years - 1179


She filled the sky. She  was the sky. And she claimed the light and the air and every sound in the world, beautiful and terrible and watery dark, with eyes as green-gold as new leaves flashing in spring sunlight. Hope and death fell on pounding wings toward the mountain top.
Leiel sobbed out a breath and rushed forward until the chains slammed her to a halt. So beautiful! So terrible! Her heart was thunder in her chest and blood rushed in her ears. Regardless of Gahree’s promise, how could the creature just arrived render anything but complete destruction?
Between her and the Draigon—Cleod, straight-backed, chin down, tension in the strong lines of his legs. She called his name, but he did not turn, made no sign that he heard her as he stepped forward.
“For the love of all things, Cleod, run! I don’t want to witness your death!” Her voice broke, and she sucked in air to shout again.
“You won’t,” he said, hard and clear over the rush of wind. The certainty in his voice set her shaking. He slid the sword from its harness and the crystal crowning its hilt flashed in the shifting light. Seconds later, the light was lost in shadow as the giant body above blocked the sun.
The black Draigon landed and the ground lurched under Leiel’s feet. She went down on one knee, screaming Cleod’s name, but he was gone, lost from her sight in the billowing wave of debris kicked up by the great wings. She raised a hand to protect her face, and the pulse of heat that followed the wind broke sweat across her palm.
The Draigon began to glow. The fine edges of the scales over her body brightened and went fiery red, like old coals stirred to smoldering glory. All over the ridge, the vegetation wilted and began to smoke.
Leiel stumbled back from the grassy verge into the safer shelter of the boulders to which she was chained. Smoke billowed as the trees crushed under the Draigon’s feet caught fire. “Cleod please! Stand down!” Leiel shouted. It was useless. If he had not heard her words, spoken in quiet spaces, why would he be willing to hear them now that the fight lay before him? She tried to call out again, but her voice formed only an inarticulate scream as he charged and the battle engaged.
Impossible, what she was seeing. Cleod moved in a way she had never imagined a person could. Motions river-fluid and as powerful as a cracked whip, he seemed to almost be dancing with the Draigon. The creature was agile as light, but Cleod matched her, as though he knew what she would do the instant before she acted. Dazzling and refined, the speed and power of his movement shocked thought. Power surged in him, beyond the physical. It reached out and echoed over Leiel’s flesh, and the rocks beneath her feet hummed. Focused and ferocious, somehow suddenly other, he was a whipcord note of danger plucked and left to sing in the mountain air. This, then, was what it meant to be Draighil—to be more than human—more than wise and strong. This was what it meant to be the match of any enemy.
And yet, it could not last. In his mind, he faced a monster, a deadly beast out of legend. But the ancient intelligence harbored in that ferocious body was more than he could dream to face down. He would die. And part of her would die with him.
No. That could not happen. No matter the cost, no matter how much he had changed, he was still the first person to have ever offered her peace. And hope, that vital thing she had come to value so. And she loved him. At least the boy he had been. And perhaps the man he might have become had he not remade himself in a twisted attempt to be what he thought she needed most. Her avenger. Her protector.
The Draigon took flight, and the wing wind knocked her to the ground. Leiel clung to the jagged rocks until they bit into her hands and drew blood. She glimpsed him though the dust and ash.
“Gods of old! Cleod, stop! She’ll kill you. She’ll kill you!”
The Draigon folded her wings and plummeted.
“Cleod!” Leiel shouted again, though she could not see him amidst the smoke and wind and tumbling rocks and broken trees. Then the Draigon’s great wings snapped open and the whole world became shaking and fire. Sparks showered the air and Cleod screamed. It echoed off the ridge and into her skull. Leiel cried out again as her need to do something ripped through her.
“Gahree!” she pleaded, raising her voice with all the air in her lungs. “Gahree for the promise you made me that I have choice—please! Spare his life!”






  
  Chapter 3

[image: image-placeholder]
Leiel


She awoke expecting to find the very air on fire. But there were leaves over her head, bright with autumn tones and flickering in a crisp breeze. She remembered smoke and ash and shouting. Her own cries. The roar of wing wind over scorched flora and rocks as they exploded from heat. And a sound she had never imagined even in her most terrible dreams: Cleod screaming. 
A sob half-choked her, and she sat up, coughing. No longer on top of the Spur, she was in a rich, green place, on the edge of a sloped mountain meadow with the wide limbs of trees curving over her. The change rocked her senses. Only an ocean of water could have seemed more different from the fiery chaos of the Spur. Fresh air. A gentle breeze. Bird song. But the sound that lingered in her mind was a voice filled with pain and horror. She swallowed back the bile and panic rising in her throat and cried out, “Gahree! Shaa! Is your promise kept? Where are you? Answer me!”
Her response was something beyond silence and less than words, a low harmonic tremble that thrummed through the earth and the air, and up her spine. Tears slid over her cheeks. “Have you no words for me?”
Again the rippling tremble pushed through the earth and into her body. This time she found meaning as it vibrated through her. It filled her mind the way sight and scent did, combining late into meaning and offering clarity. Not in this form. The knowledge coalesced inside Leiel.
No words, as you know them, can I offer you until your journey is complete.
“I must know!” The taste of ash lingered on Leiel’s tongue and the smell of charred flesh in her nose. She took hold, inside her mind, of the places she felt the pulse of the Draigon’s connection, drew forth the bright horror of the screams that still rocked her heart, and pushed the sound and the ache inside her back at the presence that informed her. No longer abstract, her emotion crashed through the aloofness of the contact.
From across the meadow came a roar. The earth shook with the beat of thunderous wings. From the far side of the meadow, where it sloped away toward the fading ridgelines of mountains rolling into the distance, a great, dark shape rose into the air. Yes! Came the answer as the Draigon lifted on gigantic wings. Yes, he lives. And there is a price both he and you will pay for the keeping of that promise.
Whatever that meant, or might mean in the future, the answer was the one Leiel sought. She folded in on herself for a moment as the breath came fully into her lungs for the first time since she had faced Cleod in the chamber in the Tower. “Old gods, thank you for that!” She looked up at the great creature as it drew near, and all the air went out of her again, this time propelled by awe.
The Draigon soared up the slope of the clearing, its wings casting pulses of shadow like the drift of passing clouds. Watery dark, the edges of the scales covering the body no longer smoldered like bright coals. The Draigon was a piece of night wending through sunbeams.
Leiel wiped at her eyes and pushed to her feet. Her legs trembled, but they held her upright. The Draigon touched down, hind legs first, leathery wings pulled back to frame the powerful arch of the spiked tail. The ground trembled with the impact, though the arrival was all care and grace.
As huge as she had looked on the Spur, here, unfringed by flame and heat, the Draigon appeared larger still—an ancient, stoic presence that created the very space it occupied. Leiel’s heart twisted, thudded at the base of her throat. By all that she had imagined, was this what she had chosen to someday become? She tried to swallow, but her mouth was dry and she could not force the action. She stared as the wide, rectangular head snaked out on its long neck and tipped down so she could look into the green-gold eyes. Leiel stared back for a few heartbeats, at the creature, then raised her gaze and took in the full aspect of the Draigon. This was myth made flesh, but myth knew not half the truth. The span of the wings was more than double the length of the lean body. The body itself was all muscle and scale and deep-chested power. Talons as long as Leiel’s leg and broad as her chest curved from the five- toed feet. A creature of earth and water and air. A creature that pulsed fire, made large by time and knowledge, containing within wisdom and hope and death. The trembling in Leiel’s legs found its way into the rest of her body. Her heart jerked and she had to concentrate to stay upright. Old gods! The presence of the creature! It was like walking into the mold from which the notion of the soul had been created—thunderous and shuddering and engulfed in a warmth that might be the root of anything.
Leiel raised a hand to touch the broad face, but stopped, her fingers outstretched and shaking. Was this creature anything of Gahree? Or something else entirely?
“Are you my friend?” she said, her voice a smoke-filled whisper, the vestiges of the charred Spur air roughing her throat.
The Draigon lowered her head still more and blinked a shining eye. Again the trembling filled Leiel’s spine. I am that and more, child of dreams. As you are to me. Only caring permeated the force that touched Leiel, a gentle embrace in her mind.
Leiel drew a breath, let it out, and tension eased from her shoulders.
“And Cleod? I heard him—I heard—” A sob choked off her words. “He was—”
He chose, Leiel. There was pain in his choice. But he lives. What he does with that life now, what he can do, is not yours to guide.
Leiel closed her eyes. He was there in her mind, the straight-backed distant warrior on the ridge, the mischief-eyed boy of the schoolyard, the caring young man hugging her by the pond. And yet he was gone. So long gone, and so far, that she could not organize her memories of him.
She shook her head and tears gathered once again. “Where are we?” She opened her eyes to meet the Draigon’s. “There is no drought here. The air is cool.”
We have flown into the Great North. When you are rested enough to attend the rest of the journey, we will continue. Far, far, to where the snows have already fallen, and the world is more white than green.
“You carried me here?”
You cannot yet fly on your own. The thought held laughter.
“Fly?” Leiel said. Air caught in her scoured throat and she coughed, pressed a forearm against her mouth and turned away.
I am sorry for the smoke that filled you. Your Draighil fought like few before him. I could not finish the fight as quickly as I wished and still leave him alive.
Leiel coughed again, lowered her arm and met the timeless gaze. “I’m not hurt,” she said. “This discomfort is worth it—knowing that he lives.”
Shaa shifted her feet, her head tipping to the side and back again.
Leiel’s belly flipped. How badly was Cleod hurt? What price had he paid in his fight for her, and her demand for his survival? Her chest ached as though gripped in Draigon claws.
“Gahree—Shaa—what—?” What had she done? What had she chosen—to be among such creatures as this one before her—to someday be one herself? Was this possible? Any of it? Was she truly freed of Klem by this choice? What price had been paid for her freedom?
How much can such questions matter, when their answers are beyond changing? Leave the mountain on the mountain, child of dreams. You cannot follow this journey to its end if you hold always to where you began it.
Leiel swayed as her legs shook again. A Draigon in her mind. She sat. The Draigon pulled her head back a bit and looked at Leiel and blinked. Could such a creature look quizzical?
“Are you saying this has an end?” Leiel asked. “I was hoping this was a beginning…”
All things are always both.
Yes. Yes, she knew that. “How am I to think of you? You are not the woman I have known, and you are not the beast I was raised to dread and hate. Are you a person? Are you a creature? How am I to consider what you are?”
Again the notion of laughter, this time tinged with approval. When you are ready, Leiel Draigfen, we will continue our journey, to the end, and to the new start you seek. There are answers to all these questions, and more, where we are going.
“But what am I to call you?”
The Draigon blinked, once again managing to look amused. What you have always called me.
What was that? Leiel frowned. Gahree, she had called friend. Shaa, she had known only as monster. The creature before her was both, perhaps more…and yet... “I have called you many things, many names. You have been my hate and my fear, but also my hope.” She took in the immenseness of the presence before her, tried to sort through the heaviness and shaking that had taken over her body and mind. Too much. Too much to feel, and see, and know. So small was she, in all ways, before this ancient thing.
All that you feel is real and right. All confusion and possibility grows from a thoughtful mind, seeking. All fear comes borne on the wings of doubt. Call me nothing, or anything you wish. As I am, in this form, in this time and this light, the world knows me as Shaa. Think what you will of that title and legend. To all such things there is more than what is told or even imagined.
The Draigon took a step, turned, and bent an enormous foreleg toward Leiel. Climb aboard, Leiel of Adfen. We have far to travel, and I would have us home before the sun seeks sleep.






  
  Chapter 4
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Home, the Draigon said. They were going home. How could some place Leiel had never been be home? But what else did she have now, what place? Not once in all the years of their acquaintance had Leiel considered where Gahree came from, or asked anything about what lay ahead. 
“What is it called, this place we are going?” Leiel could barely hear her own voice over the rush of air, and the creak and whoosh of sweeping wings.
Climbing onto the Draigon’s back had been very like climbing a breathing tree. Beneath her hands, the scales, bark-rough, radiated a pulsing warmth and hinted at the incalculable heat contained within the great body. Strange, strange, to be not just close to such a creature, but riding one. And stranger still to acknowledge that the same creature had, in less overwhelming form, offered her tea on a rainy day more times than she could remember.
Flying with a Draigon was not like riding a horse; the Draigon was too immense to straddle. So Leiel knelt in the low depression at the creature’s withers and wrapped her fingers over the edges of ancient scales. They were soft to the touch, not at all the sharp armor she had expected, and her grip felt solid.
So smoothly did Shaa launch herself into the air, that Leiel did not realize they had taken flight until the great wings made their first pass above and around her and blasted her with tumbling air. She bent under the pressure, shoulders hunched.
Ease your mind, daughter of wings. I will not drop you. We fly low. Look upon the world as you have never seen it and breathe deep.
She was flying. Leiel let that thought rest in her mind before she raised her head and looked out at the world. For a moment all she could see was motion—the rush and change of clouds and mountains and sky flashing through her senses with a rapidity she had never imagined possible. The wind swept over her eyes, blurring the edges of her sight. She blinked and her vision cleared, even as her mind accepted the newness of momentum and speed. Ahead of her, the long, muscular neck of the Draigon arched like an arrow through the air, tipped by a squared-nosed head sloped to cut the breeze. They were not high above the earth, but rather riding the ridgelines, the tips of the fanning wings skimming treetops and rock outcrops. Forest and broken meadow and jagged edges of stone slipped beneath them and behind, fast as water flowing in a rushing river.
Breath caught in the back of her throat, Leiel let the spectacle take her, a blur of strange landscape and color and changing light. Then they crested into a low hanging cloud, and the damp swirl of white-crystal water droplets speckled her sooty clothing. The air was chill, and all she could see was swirling grey mist. Were they climbing? Falling? Turning through the sky? No, of course not, or she would have tumbled from the Draigon’s back.
She fought to right her senses, guided only by the warmth of the Draigon and the rush of wings she could no longer see through the cloud.
Golden light flared as they speared out of the clouds and broke around the edge of a rocky peak. The world fell away beneath them, and Leiel’s mind tumbled with it. Where they had been skirting the tops of the trees and ridges, they now winged out over an empty space so vast she had no hope of taking it all in. Clouds flashed both above and beneath them, whirled by the powerful beat of the Draigon’s wings. A cry rose up in Leiel’s throat, pushed forth by her pounding heart, and when it was released into the rushing air, she was not certain whether it was joy or fear or something else entirely.
From the Draigon came a rumbling that vibrated caring over Leiel’s mind, and she laughed before she knew she was doing it—large, loud laughs of pure release. So free! So wild, this ride through the sky on the back of impossibility! Old gods! Did she ride an old god, in fact? If the stories were true, if they held a thread of the heart of old mysteries, then yes. Again she laughed, leaning into the wind. Her body trembled and tingled in the chill air.
The world rushed far, far below her, and out of the distance rose another series of peaks, snowcapped this time, wreathed in clouds and pin-pricked with the tips of sharp evergreens. The Great Northern Range.
She had never known anyone who had actually seen it. It was a series of lines on a map, jagged and uncertain, marked dark and made dangerous by the word Draigon etched above them. In front of her now, it held the horizon, as real and staggering as her biggest dreams. Like the creature who carried her forth.
What awaited there for her? What knowledge and change? And who awaited her? A knot in her belly added weight to the thrilled pounding of her heart. She formed words in her mind and with her breath, knowing there would be no confusion at the simple question.
“Will she be there?”
Yes. She would be no where else on this day. A pause, a light thrumming without formed thought. Long has she been waiting to see you again, and her heart races even as your does.
“You can hear Ilora’s heart from here?”
Not a thrum this time, but a roll, low and pulsing, that might represent laughter. I hear yours, wild child, and the joy of Ilora’s has long been a mirror of yours.
The thunder of Leiel’s heart did not slow, but her smile faded as her thoughts bore a new gravity. She flew not only toward the strange and new, but also toward something once beloved and familiar. Ilora awaited her, the mother who had left her so long ago, abandoned her to a life of fear and loneliness, one in which her mother’s memory was a constant, aching ghost.
Judge her no more than you judge me in this moment. Let her tell her story, wild child, Leiel of Adfen, woman of wind and wings. Let her hear yours. Only then can all that you are feeling, and might feel, be measured and carried forward.
Rocked by the fierce pumping of shining, leatheren wings and borne through the sky in the face of unsurpassed splendor, Leiel took in the message. Could she do that? Listen? Forgive? So much ahead was change and learning. Many stories and many tears. She could only, in this moment, accept what was offered and what lay ahead. She willed down the tightness in her chest and let herself simply feel the moment.
“Fly!” she called as the legendary landscape ahead drew closer. “Show me this place that is to be my home!”

      [image: image-placeholder]The mountain did not loom ahead of them, but rather formed the natural high point of the snow-capped range. They swept up the length of rolling peaks, sometimes catching the drafts rising off ridges and sometimes winging through great open notches, and gliding over sprawling valleys where the earth was still multi-colored with the many tones of fall. Ahead rose the mother peak, its great sloping summit falling away at many angles, lanced by slides and crevasses and waterfalls.
Leiel could see a great bowl on the nearest slope, a cupping of the mountain, as though an enormous hand had pressed the heel of its palm into the stone, like a child sculpting a giant pile of mud. As they drew closer, it came clear that it was not a smooth bowl before them, but a scree-ragged ravine, the upper slopes covered in jagged boulders the size of wagons, piled impossibly one on the next at wild angles, snow packed between them, with half- frozen cataracts tumbling toward the gentler angle of the tree-covered base.
Home. The word trembled in Leiel’s mind. She need not be told that this place was their destination. The rhythm of the flight changed, eased, and if such were possible, some subtle measure of rigidity left the Draigon. For all creatures, then, there was a coming home. Leiel stared out at the untamed, rugged landscape, the magnificent cupped hollow of the mountain. Would this someday be home to her as well—not just in physical fact, or out of necessity, but a home for her heart and her soul? Would it be, someday, what the farm had been in her youth, before the world turned inside out and draped itself in fear?
The Draigon caught a rising gust as they approached and rode it high into the sky, banked left and swept along the southern ridge of the giant, bowl-shaped ravine. The updraft ceased, and the beat of powerful wings took over, carrying them in a massive arc around the upper line of the mountain.
Below and to the right, the ravine slopped away. Leiel glimpsed the dark openings of caves and the bright glint of falling water.
The Draigon lifted a wing and steepened her turn as the radius of the ravine’s upper arc tightened. This side of the bowl was more treed, and Leiel saw scattered buildings, houses with smoke rising from their chimneys, barns and coops and pens, tucked along the forest edge. One structure, a large cabin with a wide porch, sat sentinel at the very mouth of the ravine, where the pitch of the mountain encountered the flattening downward slope of the bowl. No city, just a small settlement, dwarfed by the magnificence of the mountains that sheltered it. What had she expected? Had she ever considered how the Draigon might live? Gahree’s story came back to her. The Draigon had been nearly wiped out in the great war. How many had been left to carry on? Too few, if the town below was an indication.
“This is where the Draigon live?”
Some, daughter of wings. For many, this place is too distant, too wild. Some cannot find their home here and leave us for lives elsewhere.
Women chose Sacrifice and came here, only to find themselves unhappy? Leiel’s throat went dry. What if she was one such? Why had she not asked more about this place? What if this wild, cold mountain could no more be her home than Klem’s basement had been?”
Small figures moved among the trees below. People then, as well as the Draigon, lived here. And didn’t that make sense? Wasn’t Shaa, the creature carrying her, also Gahree, the mountain witch who offered stories and crisp peppers at Fourth Market in Adfen? As home to Draigon, this place must be home to them in either form.
Village. Mountain. This strange and magnificent landscape. Her question remained unanswered. “This place—does it have a name?”
The reply pressed into her mind. Many. The oldest among us call it Cyunant. The contact no longer seemed strange. Should it be this easy to accept all of this? Or was she just unable to feel shock anymore?
Leiel raised her chin a little, called to the Draigon, “You are not one of the oldest? Are you not Shaa?”
Again, the wavelike rumble of laughter washed over her mind. I am Shaa, as others have been before me. Long since, has the name become a title, for she among us who has grown to fit the role.
Never had it occurred to Leiel that Shaa might not be a creature as ancient and long-lived as her legend. But of course that could not be. The creature carrying her through the goldening light was as mortal as she, and while the Draigon’s life probably spanned centuries, it was unlikely that she carried the knowledge of a millennium.
“What happened to the others?” she asked. “How many have there been?” They swooped high and dropped at a sharp angle toward the huge ravine. Leiel caught back her breath and tightened her hold on the warm scales. For a moment the Draigon made no reply as she banked hard and made a turn over the angled side of the ridge.
I am the third. Draighil claimed the former.
Leiel took that in, as the ground rushed toward them and the Draigon flattened her wings and beat back hard, slowing their descent. She touched down with a force that shook but did not shatter, stone and earth and bones. Leiel rocked with it, sat still for a moment recovering as the sound of rushing wind and wings, and the sense of speed, left her for the first time in hours. She smelled snow and fir trees in the thin air. Her senses began to settle, but her mind did not. Draighil had claimed the others. Draighil like Cleod.
“He could have killed you,” Leiel said.
Of course he could have. But I did not let him.
“But—I put you at risk—in a way I never thought about. Somehow—”
The Draigon brought a green-gold eye to bear on Leiel. The bright orb compelled complete attention. Such risk was well-measured. The choice was not yours alone. We know how dangerous they are. They learned to be so by studying us. Let go this troubling idea, Leiel. All is well. Lift your eyes and take in Cyunant.






  
  Chapter 5
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Leiel looked around, and the Draigon drew back her head and bent lower toward the ground. Seated where she was, Leiel was at the same height as the tops of the tallest firs. They were the prominent tree in this place. The bare-branched deciduous trees were smaller, tucked low among them, slender and wind-bent. The air hung rich with the tar-heavy scent of balsam and pine, crisp and tangy like crushed rosemary and dry bones. So different from home, where those scents where carried on high, and the common odors were of loamy earth and human living. 
So very different, but just as real, this here and now, and whatever change it meant she must face. “I am ready,” she said.
I have no doubt. The Draigon dipped and extended her leg. Leiel unbent and rose carefully. Not as numb as she expected after the pounding flight, she found her balance, and then climbed down.
They had landed at the lower edge of the giant scree-field. The ground was rocks and moss and low shrubs protruding from a light dusting of snow. Well-walked paths wove over the earth. Farther down the slope, a few people were gathered. Leiel’s heart resumed a frantic pounding. People. She did not see a familiar face among the small group, but somewhere on this mountain, among these strangers, was her mother.
Leiel’s stomach turned over, and she bent double and closed her eyes. The great creature beside her pressed a leg against her body, steadying her. For a moment, Leiel just held on, let herself sway with the breathing of the Draigon. By all that she had ever dreamed, was this real? Would she awaken in the dank basement of Klem’s house, to the smell of Elda’s cooking and the sadness of another day under her brother’s hand? Another breath. Still another. She opened her eyes and forced herself upright. No. She stepped away from Shaa’s support.
The true chill of the mountain air claimed her for the first time, raising gooseflesh over her arms and neck, and her breath turned to mist before her with each exhalation. Shivering, she folded her arms across her chest and rubbed her arms. How warm Shaa had kept her during the flight!
She looked toward the strangers at the edge of the trees. Most wore only light clothing, less layered than even her heavy skirts and woven shirt. They were not dressed for the weather. Draigon heat.
Leiel nodded to herself, then dropped her chin and studied the group a moment longer. She looked up at the Shaa. “So few of you?” she asked. Only half a dozen women waited to greet her.
Of us. The pressure behind the idea as it formed in Leiel’s mind was a message. Not so few as this. But only those you need to meet this moment are here to greet you. Child in a new wilderness, how much more do you want to take on, this moment?
Again Leiel shivered, but a stiffness she had hardly realized she had been holding across her shoulders eased. Of course. In their meetings at the market, Gahree had been wise and kind. Had she expected less in this place? After all, she was not the first woman to come here like this. Not the first shaken spirit to arrive on the wings of legend, with her whole life strewn upside down behind her.
Leiel smiled up at the Draigon, then turned and moved down the rocky slope toward the waiting women. The way was uneven, but not steep.
A lean, long haired woman in grey pants and a light tunic stepped forward and offered both her hands. A second of hesitation, and Leiel took them. Hot fingers squeezed her wrists, strong and trembling slightly. Leiel gazed into the stranger’s lightly lined face and saw only kindness.
“Welcome, Leiel. We have waited so long to meet you. I am Gydron. We are so pleased you have chosen to join us.”
Choice. Yes—that was it. That was the reason she was here. Because she had made a choice. Been offered a true choice for the first time in her life. Leiel nodded. “Yes,” she said. “Yes. Thank you.”
Gydron nodded, squeezed her again and let go. She half-turned and gestured to the others. “This is Wynt.” She indicated a vibrant, copper-haired woman in scarred leathers and worn boots. “And Lista and Kinra. Teachers all. You will come to know us over time.” The two she named were both thin, and the taller of the two had a small scar under one eye that shone white against her skin. Leiel swept her gaze over the group again. Their faces did not hold the marks of age to match the life and certainty that was conveyed in their expressions. A firmness at the edges of their eyes, the steadiness of each gaze, spoke experience and confidence in ways Leiel had not experienced with anyone but Gahree.
Gydron beckoned forward another woman. “And this is Gemda. She is the finest cook in Cyunant and lives to feed others. I think you will like her cooking. She is cousin to your friend, Elda.”
Leiel whipped her attention to the small-boned woman. She was Elda’s height exactly, and when she pushed back her hood and met Leiel’s gaze, the family resemblance was clear.
“Oh!” Leiel raised a hand to her mouth. Moisture welled in her eyes and suddenly, for the first time since she had said goodbye to Elda in the kitchen of Klem’s house, she cried.
“Yes, my dear,” Gemda said, and enfolded Leiel in her arms as Elda had done so many times through the years. Truly warm, the embrace radiated through her.
Leiel grasped the woman who was both stranger and strangely familiar, and let herself sob for a few moments, her thoughts tumbling, caught between sorrow and joy. At last she pulled back and looked at Gemda. “I never thought— I did not consider that you would be here. I don’t know why.”
“You were considering your meeting with someone else,” Gemda said, and reached to brush the salty traces of tears from Leiel’s cheeks.
“Your mother is down the valley,” Gydron said.
Leiel tore her gaze from Gemda to meet the other woman’s.
Gydron answered the unasked question. “She wanted to stand with us here, to greet you. But then we thought—she and all of us here—that it would be best that you chose the time to meet her again. It has been so long, and we are aware, Leiel Draigfen, of the pain we caused you when we took her.”
Leiel blinked. What had she been expecting? Not this. Not this casual admission of damage inflicted. And her mother…as much as she longed to see Ilora, was she ready to meet her again? When would she really be ready?
Suddenly, Leiel was more than tired. All the strength flooded out of her, and tears came again. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I think I have no words left in me. I don’t know what to do but stand here and cry.”
Gemda laughed, slid an arm around Leiel’s waist. “Come with me. You need food and rest. Time enough for talking and greeting when you know more of what you are about. Let me show you your house.”
The others murmured assent and gave her room as Gemda led her over a smooth, stone path along the edge of the trees. “My house?” Leiel asked.
“We have a cabin waiting for you,” Gydron said. “One all your own.”
Her own? An entire house all her own? Draigon lived in houses and were giving her one? The idea tilted through her mind, and for a moment her vision swam. Or perhaps it was just the altitude and finding her feet after the wildness of her flight. Flight. She had flown here... Leiel closed her eyes a moment, paused her steps. “I can’t—” she started, but a warm hand touched her face. She opened her eyes to see Gydron looking back at her, and Gemda’s worried expression.
“You can,” Wynt said and her eyes sparked and shimmered, metallic copper like her hair. “You’ve made it this far, even though your own family wanted you dead. There’s nothing you can’t do. But you might need a hot meal first.” She winked.
Leiel stared at her a moment, then looked at the other faces around her, all warm and certain. Each kind, and perhaps wise, in its own way. She looked over her shoulder, back to where Shaa waited, huge and patient. Behind her, the white-capped peak loomed over the sweep of the bowl. The mountain surrounded and crowned, a fitting setting and throne for the creature that pulsed, each breath, with knowledge both formidable and ancient.
The familiar green-gold eyes made a sense in the giant form of a Draigon that they never had in a human visage viewed through the steam rising from a cup of tea. The slow blink of those eyes, comfortable and relaxed, offered Leiel enough reassurance that she turned and let herself be led down the uneven path toward the small cluster of tiny houses.

      [image: image-placeholder]Sturdy structures constructed of weathered logs, most of the cabins would have fit into the kitchen of the farm house Leiel had grown up in. The roofs were split-shingles, worn by wind and rain and snow, and those houses more in shadow wore a glamour of snow that glinted crystalline in the afternoon light. Homes, small and normal. Somehow, it made more sense to her than a great city of gold ever could have. This was, after all, Gahree’s home. Gahree with her worn boots and dusty skirts and tales of freedom and loss. Where else would such a being come from?
Ahead, Gemda moved with relaxed purpose over the chill ground. The cold from the stones pushed through the soles of Leiel’s shoes as she followed. They had dressed her to die, back in Adfen, in light shoes and long skirts. If they had let her pack, the first thing she would have stowed were good winter boots... She smiled at the absurdity of the thought.
With a quick glance back, Gemda waved Leiel forward, ushered her past homes with small garden spaces lying fallow against side walls or door





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
Zzf

' \}1"'155 "OF 41{NA57 ,






OEBPS/images/f44380ee-9a45-49b1-a7bd-0529cd573ae4.jpeg
NBNADP

&OQ ADW\\%MJO “

4

evioledq

/

digsyiioN
U - \Kx 8

&y HBZMZ
“%w\t






OEBPS/images/768929cf-c250-488b-8e2f-e957439d8230.jpeg





OEBPS/images/6e90ea73-8210-48d9-a532-80a9397556f9.png
DAH





OEBPS/images/b3baa2ba-f8fc-4d32-bf3b-4f7c9fb1bf7d.png






