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Chapter 1




The street outside The Ruined Arms was lively with music and chatter, an oasis of warmth and light in the midst of Heathrock’s cold and gloomy air. Arya tied Zeke to a post outside and pushed through the front doors, weaving her way through the crowded interior straight to the bar, where she waved for the bartender’s attention. 

“I’m looking for Tiya,” she said, pitching her voice above the noise.

The barkeeper gave her a strange look. “She’s not here.”

Damn. “She’s not working tonight?” 

“No.”

“Is she back on tomorrow?”

“She’s gone. Left about three weeks ago. No notice, no nothing. Just vanished.” He shrugged. “Her stepfather sold the place. He’s not here either.”

“Who can I talk to who does know where I can find Tiya?” she snapped with impatience.

He gave her another shrug. “You want a drink? Otherwise, I can’t help you.”

Arya swore, turned to survey the crowded inn, and debated what to do next. She’d only come to see Tiya—it was the first chance she’d had since returning from SparrowWing with Rorin a few days earlier, and probably the only chance she’d have before leaving again, this time for the Dreadwater Gate.

It made no sense. Tiya had turned the Arms into a thriving business that was making serious money. Why would her stepfather sell it? And why had Tiya left without saying where she was going, or why? A shudder rippled through Arya at the thought that she might have been caught as a magic-wielder. Tiya had always been so careful, though. No, The Ruined Arms was a popular inn. If its owner had been discovered and branded—standard policy in Dunidaen, where magic was feared and hated in equal measure—Arya would have heard the Raiders talking of it.

Pushing off the bar, she headed back out the doors. 

Outside, she was engulfed by the icy night air. Winter was only a couple of weeks away. What if Tiya was in trouble? There was a city guard office a couple of blocks over. They’d be able to confirm whether Tiya or her father had been arrested or gotten into any trouble.

Arya wavered, unsure. She was supposed to be leaving in a few days to begin training with Ranier, leader of the Shadeweavers, to run the Dreadwater Gate with Rorin, Darmanin, and Essa. The danger of training under a Shadeweaver, let alone the incredibly risky Dreadwater journey itself, was already weight enough on her mind. What could Arya do for Tiya?

Arya let out a sigh. Squared her shoulders. Tiya wasn’t only her friend and occasional lover, she’d saved General Desomer’s life a few months earlier, even if she hadn’t been able to save his ability to walk. She deserved whatever help Arya could provide.

She crossed the busy street, giving Zeke’s ears a rub as she passed, and ducked into a narrow alley between high stone buildings, her boots rapping on cobblestone. The quieter residential street at its opposite end was empty of foot traffic. Arya turned right, making for the city guard two blocks farther down.

It was dark, the lamps either blown out or not present in this area. Moonlight trickled through the gaps between buildings rearing high on either side. Worries continued to cloud her mind as she walked. She and Rorin would soon be facing the Dreadwater—to win him a cazaix blade and strengthen his claim as heir to Ravenstrike. A rite of passage no heir had survived for a generation. All while over the border to the west, the powerful ruler of Andahar threatened everything she loved.

And it was Arya the Nightstalker wanted. The true heir to the throne that he’d stolen decades earlier. Not that Arya had noticed the slightest shred of magic within herself. Or wanted anything to do with the Andahari throne. Her home and family were here in Ravenstrike. Her future as general of its army.

Something whispered over her senses, pulling her abruptly from her thoughts.

She frowned, looking around her. While she’d been lost in worrying, the night seemed to have grown darker somehow. Thicker. Shadow was coalescing at the top of the street behind her. 

She stilled.

The street was empty, lights on in some of the homes but nobody outside. The guard office was out of sight ahead. An odd hush had fallen. She could no longer hear the distant murmur of voices drifting over from the main street where the Arms sat. A little spot of warmth pulsed in her chest, and she was abruptly reminded of the dream she’d had two nights earlier. The golden wyvern. Mine.

Blinking, Arya chased away the distracting memory. Her fingers were curling around the hilt of her sword when she heard it.

A snuffling sound.

Fear closed over her chest so tightly she almost choked on it. It froze her in place. The darkness intensified, coming inexorably closer. The snuffling came again, followed by the click of claws on stone.

Arya wavered—run for the guard office, or circle around the dark streets to make her way back to Zeke? She shifted, ready to run towards the guard office—

A gloved hand closed over her mouth without warning. An arm wrapped around her middle. And Arya was dragged backwards into the alley.

It happened so fast and so quietly that she’d only just begun to fight back when her captor pressed her against the alley wall, hand still covering her mouth, and hissed in her ear: “Be quiet and still!”

Sweat broke out over her skin and her heartrate skyrocketed as she recognised that voice.

Ranier. Leader of the Shadeweavers.

Arya froze. Ranier’s grip was vicelike. Beyond the alley, the darkness and shadow seeped farther along the street towards them. The closer it came, the tenser Ranier’s body became, until it felt like being pressed against a slab of granite. His heartbeat thudded; he was as afraid as she was—and if anything, that made her even more terrified.

Then he moved, slowly, and she heard the faint rasp of a blade loosening from its sheath. Panic surged. Cold metal pressed against the bare skin of her throat. But Ranier didn’t intend to harm her, he simply held the blade of his cazaix knife against her skin. He wanted her to feel it. This was a threat.

It burned, though, not the burn of cold metal on skin, but with heat and edge, like acid. But Arya didn’t struggle. Instinct held her rigidly still.

The houses across the other side of the street faded from view, and Ranier pressed them both harder against the wall, trying to hide them completely in the darkness. Something moved deep in the shadow, claws skittered on stone. And that infernal snuffling sound that put Arya so on edge she felt like screaming. Ranier’s hand on her mouth tightened and an odd sensation prickled on her skin.

The thing in the street hesitated, but after a long moment, it kept going. The dark shadow passed by and the houses across the street came into view again. Even then, Arya remained still, breathing quick, shallow breaths.

Eventually, after the rippling shadow had gone completely, and the sound of chatter and footsteps from the main street at the other end of the alley became audible again, Ranier let her go.

As soon as he withdrew the knife, Arya spun on him. “What the—”

He cut her off, speaking quiet and fast. “We leave tonight, in secret. I’ll meet you by the lake gate in your walls an hour after midnight.”

“What was that, Ranier?” she demanded, lifting a hand to touch the patch of skin on her neck that still smarted.

He lifted a finger to his lips. “Not to be spoken of, not so near it. Go back to your horse and head straight home, no diversions. I’ll see you an hour after midnight. Don’t be late.”

“Ranier, you can’t just—”

But he was already walking away, sinking into the shadows, and in a blink, he vanished from sight.








  
  
Chapter 2




The jittery remnants of fear and worry weighed on Arya as she rode back through the gates of Heathrock castle. A sharp sadness joined the discomfort when her fellow Raiders on the gates called out cheerful greetings. 

She didn’t want to leave home again so soon.

“Give Zeke water and grain, but don’t unsaddle him,” she told the groom before heading inside. Thankfully, the warlord’s chamberlain was crossing the foyer as Arya came in, carrying a lantern.

“Arya.” Peemla’s smile was bright and warm. “Are you heading up to bed too? I can walk with—what happened to your neck? It looks burned.”

“Long story.” She grimaced. “I’m so sorry, but we’re going to need your help tonight. I’m on my way to the warlord now.”

The young woman waved her off. “Don’t be silly. What do you need?”

“We have to leave to start Rorin’s training tonight, an hour after midnight. I can’t tell you why. Can you help get us organised, so nobody sees us go?”

Worry flickered over Peemla’s face, gone as quickly as it had appeared. “Of course I can, although I don’t understand why it has to be a secret that he’s running the Dreadwater?”

“Our warlord needs Rorin to be confirmed as heir by the State Council of warlords. But nobody has survived, let alone successfully completed, the Dreadwater run in decades. If Rorin tries and fails and everyone knows he failed, in addition to the fact he’s a mute…”

Arya trailed off grimly. But Peemla had a quick mind. She understood immediately that Rorin would never win the confirmation if he failed. “I’ll get you prepared and out of here without any of my staff knowing a thing, don’t worry,” the chamberlain promised.

A few hours later, midnight having just come and gone, Arya hovered in the darkness outside the door leading out of the castle kitchens to the garden beyond. The fragrant scent of herbs filled her senses.

Peemla had made sure all her staff were abed so that nobody would see them departing, and she’d done all the work of preparing their packs of supplies alone. Now, the chamberlain stood in the kitchen, speaking with Rorin. Her shifting stance betrayed worry. He reached out to press a hand against her shoulder, a lightly reassuring touch. Peemla visibly relaxed and her shy smile crept over her face.

Arya’s gaze turned in the direction of the main entry yard, where light and noise filled the night. To serve as a distraction for Rorin’s secret departure, Thiara Ravenstrike had ordered an impromptu practice drill for her imminent travel to the informal Council of warlords to be held in SparrowWing State.

Which was just another worry on Arya’s mind.

King Lucius Nightstalker of Andahar had recently expressed his deep displeasure at Dunidaen’s inaction on finding the Andahari traitors the Nightstalker believed were inside their borders. Not insensible to the threat posed by the powerful Sky Lord king, the High Warlord had called the impromptu council of all Dunidae’s warlords to discuss how best to allay the foreign kings concerns.

That was bad enough.

Worse, the meeting would also be an opportunity for Mathas Crowtalon to push his case to be High Warlord when Darien Eaglesoar stepped down at the next full State Council—only a year away. His only rival was Rorin’s mother, and after recent events, when Arya had helped Darmanin escape his father and kill Crowtalon Lances in the process, he had ammunition to use against her if he chose.

Arya hoped Darmanin was all right. Ranier had said that he would make sure the young man joined them for the Dreadwater training, but she worried that Mathas might have caught him already. Their recent encounter had made clear that Mathas considered the death of his second son the only way to keep hidden the secret that Darmanin was a magic-wielder. A fact that, if widely known, would scupper any chance Warlord Crowtalon had of becoming High Warlord.

But it would also ruin Thiara Ravenstrike’s chances. She’d practically raised Darmanin in her household after Mathas had thrown him out. Even though she remained unaware of Darmanin’s magical ability, Arya doubted anyone would care.

The lively cacophony of whinnying, raised voices, hooves clopping, and the usual whistle of wind made Arya homesick already. Her place was with her army, and Arya wished she was riding with her warlord to the Council. Not only because she longed to be part of the discussions, but because she was the one the Nightstalker was looking for.

Not that any of the warlords knew that. 

The icy wind from earlier had only grown stronger, and she tugged her cowl over her head and adjusted her cloak. A light snow drifted from the sky and dusted the garden. Out of habit, she scanned the skies, but they were clear enough for now. Just scudding grey clouds. 

She let out a long breath. After the incident in the city earlier—she’d never felt fear like that—maybe it was for the best they were getting away from Heathrock for a while. Her gaze returned inside the kitchens as her fingers unconsciously traced the burn on her neck from Ranier’s cazaix blade. Taze and Essa had arrived. Taze hovered close to Rorin, always protective of his charge, and was dressed identically to Arya in the multiple layers of his Raider uniform. Essa looked out of place, dressed in woollen breeches, jerkin, and cloak rather than the colourful dresses she preferred. She was the least enthusiastic of them all, a withdrawn expression closing over a face that was usually lively with character.

Now they were just waiting on the warlord to arrive to farewell her son. 

A cleared throat drew her attention as a familiar Raider approached. She couldn’t help a grin at seeing the scowl on Laskin’s face. He was the only Raider apart from Taze who knew their true purpose. 

Arya piped up. “This time it wasn’t my idea, Laskin.”

He grunted. “Then the warlord’s even crazier than I thought. That’s problematic.”

Normally Arya brushed off Laskin’s grumbling, but on this occasion, she agreed with him. Her gaze shifted to where Rorin, future heir to Ravenstrike State, signed enthusiastically, making Peemla and Taze break into chuckles. His cheeks were flushed in the cold, blue eyes bright, blonde curls hidden by his cowl. “I’ll bring him back safe.”

“And the other three?” Laskin enquired.

“We’ll be fine,” Arya said with a confidence she didn’t quite feel. “You know Taze and Darmanin can look after themselves, and Essa isn’t someone to be trifled with.”

“How’s the warlord going to explain Lord Rorin’s absence from Heathrock, and yours and Essa’s?”

“She’s still figuring that out. We’d planned to discuss it with Magen tomorrow,” Arya said. “I trust they’ll come up with something good.”

“Not sure which is most dangerous.” Laskin scratched his beard. “Running the Dreadwater Gate into Khadini, or the months you’ll spend alone with Shadeweavers training for it.”

“Definitely the latter,” she assured him with a grin.

“Good luck, kid,” Laskin said quietly. “It won’t be the same here without you.”

“I’m going to miss you, old man,” she said, equally serious. “Take care of things here while I’m gone, will you?”

He managed a smile. “You know I’ve always got your back.”

Movement heralded Warlord Thiara Ravenstrike’s arrival, her husband Matte at her side. Arya nodded at Laskin. “You’re up.”

He saluted and headed out of the garden. His job was to keep the Raiders on guard atop the lake wall from noticing any of them leaving through the side gate. As soon as he was gone, Arya approached Thiara. Proper goodbyes between them all had been said earlier, so Arya simply saluted and said, “Warlord. We’d best move. Laskin won’t be able to distract the guards for long.”

“Understood. Good luck to you all.” The warlord met each of their gazes in turn, her incisive look imparting both confidence and expectation of success.

“I’ll get home safe, Mother, Papa, but I’ll miss you both.” Rorin signed. 

Matte drew his son into a fierce hug, murmuring something in his ear that Arya couldn’t hear. Thiara merely squeezed his hand, but her hard features softened in a way they only ever did around Rorin. Rorin grinned and swept them both into his arms.

Once they parted, Arya and her warlord shared a look—she would keep her warlord’s son safe—and then they filed out of the kitchen. Stepping out last, Arya glanced over her shoulder to see Peemla, Thiara and Matte watching them leave, all of them emanating worry.

A sharp pang went through Arya. It was going to be a long time before she saw her home again. Her family. She paused, lifted her hand to all three.

All three waved back.

Then Arya turned, her soldier’s focus falling into place. From here on out there was no time for worries or missing home. It was her responsibility to get them all back home safely. She hurried the group through the wall gate, casting anxious glances upward as she closed it behind them. Her Raiders were trained to leave no gap in their patrol of the walls, and Laskin wasn’t going to be able to distract them for long.

Taze moved suddenly, leaping in front of Rorin, hand at his sword. Arya reacted on instinct, reaching for her own blade, but it was only Ranier, emerging from the shadows along the base of the high wall. He didn’t make any special greeting to his daughter, who stood huddled miserably in her furs.

“We have to move,” Arya told him, with another glance upward. “Or we’re going to get seen.”

The Shadeweaver leader gave a sharp nod. “We’ll be walking for a while. Follow close behind me and make sure you keep up. There’ll be time for talking when we get where we’re going.”

Without another word he turned and strode south along the narrow path between the wall and the frozen lake, heading away from the castle’s main entrance and the road that lead to civilisation. Arya let out an internal sigh. Wonderful. They were hiking up into the mountains. In the middle of the night. How pleasant.

Rorin caught the look on her face and signed, “Cheer up. This will be fun.”

Arya snorted. “Nobody has ever described hiking in the Diamondfang mountains in winter fun, Rorin. Especially for no good reason.”

“You and I both know there is good reason. Dunidae warlords value strength and grit above all else—and they see my disability as a weakness. If I successfully run the Dreadwater rapids, none of that will matter. I do intend to be warlord of Ravenstrike one day, Arya.”

She respected the resolve she saw in his eyes, but wished he had any idea what he was in for. She wondered if he’d be as determined then. “You know I’ll do everything I can to help you.”

His mouth quirked in a bright smile. “You have to. We’re officially family now.”

The spark of joy that swept through her at the reminder she was now an adopted member of the Ravenstrike family still took her by surprise with its intensity. The fact that Rorin also took such obvious joy in it only made the feeling that much sweeter. She matched his smile and they grinned at each other for a long moment.

“You’re not going to convince me so easily.” Essa spoke from where she walked ahead. A dispirited air had hung around her like a shroud since learning she’d be joining them. “This is a foolish gambit, and I want no part of it.”

Rorin and Arya glanced at each other in surprise. While Essa had been unenthused, she’d never said she didn’t want to run the Dreadwater with them. Arya had just assumed she was anxious about how difficult and dangerous it was going to be.

“You don’t have to come with us,” Rorin signed, exaggerating the movements so they were more visible in the dark. “We won’t think less of you. You know that, Essa.”

“I do have to, actually.” Bitterness filled her voice.

“What does that mean?” Arya demanded.

“It means that Warlord Ravenstrike told me that if I want to retain my position in her household, I had to come.” Her mouth tightened. “Apparently my father made my attendance contingent on his help.”

“I’m sorry.” Arya hesitated, then offered, “I’ll do my best to keep you safe.”

“I’m not scared.” Essa gave her a scathing look. “I just don’t want to sneak into another country, put their lives and ours at risk in the process, and steal something for no good reason. Who cares figs if I have a cazaix blade? It’s bad enough that holding one rates as some kind of measure of good leadership in this country.”

Rorin looked at Arya in silent appeal, and Taze, walking just behind them to cover Rorin, stayed quiet too. Clearly neither knew what to say to this. For a moment there was nothing but the sound of their boots crunching through snow. Ranier hadn’t looked back once.

“Look at it this way,” Arya said after some thought. “If you do this, you’ll be able to  keep your position on the warlord’s staff and one day become Rorin’s chief adviser. Then you’ll have enough influence to try and abolish the rite and develop better ways of measuring leadership.”

Rorin looked at Arya in amusement. “We’ve been family members for a whole two days and already you’re choosing my future staff for me?” 

Arya arched an eyebrow. “You think you could do better than Essa?”

“You’re not going to convince me this is a good idea,” Essa said before he could reply, unamused. “So let’s stop talking about it.”

“All right.” Rorin accepted that. “Arya’s right though. When the time comes, if it’s what you want, I make the same promise to you that I did to her. She will be my general and you my chief adviser.”

“Assuming we survive the Dreadwater run, of course,” she said sharply.

Taze winced.

“Does the fact we’ll get to see Darmanin soon cheer you up at all?” Rorin asked hopefully.

Essa merely gave him a withering look.

Arya cleared her throat and shared a look with Taze, who shrugged. She was officially out of things to say. Best to leave it. They fell silent, focus becoming necessary as they started up a steep incline. The layer of snow on the ground deepened, making the hike more laborious. 

Arya scanned the skies intermittently and wondered. She wondered if the Etherean warrior scouts had spotted her departure from Heathrock. She wondered what Elder Salyarin would make of it if they had. He hadn’t visited her dreams again since two nights earlier when he’d begged her to come to the Etherean citadel and begin learning her heritage as a Sky Lord. To grow strong enough to become what the Nightstalker feared most—a genuine threat to his power.

She’d strongly considered doing what he’d asked of her.

But in that moment in Thiara Ravenstrike’s study, when Thiara had given Arya her House’s name, she’d chosen to remain with her family, to protect Rorin on his journey into Khadini. To protect her future as general of Ravenstrike’s army. This was what she wanted. This was what she was meant for.

The path to being a Sky Lord and heir to Andahar’s throne might offer the power and influence she’d always craved, but it was an uncertain path, one unlikely to ever eventuate. And the other potential Sky Lords … always five, Salyarin had told her. Well, Darmanin wanted no part of Andahar either, as determined as Arya was to claim what he did want, Crowtalon State. Chiarn had fled from her and the protection she’d offered. Essa seemed content with staying in Heathrock too. And who knew who the fifth potential Sky Lord was. Arya might never meet them.

The terrain grew increasingly difficult, and multiple times they had to slow down to traverse dangerous terrain in the darkness. Ranier’s route didn’t have them heading into the heights of the mighty peaks though. Instead, they weaved through the foothills.

Dawn was cresting on the horizon, casting the peaks in a glorious pink glow, when Ranier finally slowed. They emerged from the trees into a snowy clearing, walled at one end by sheer granite rock, to find the Shadeweaver leader halted in the middle of the clearing, apparently relaxed.

But Arya’s gaze went straight to the tall figure waiting for them, dressed in the motley layers of the Shadeweavers. His alert posture showed that he’d heard them coming.

Darmanin Crowtalon.

A pang of joy went through her, though she stayed where she was, watchful, when Rorin immediately ran to embrace his foster-brother. Once she’d scanned their surrounds carefully, and satisfied herself they were momentarily safe, she switched her attention to Darmanin. A long breath of relief loosed as she looked at him properly.

He looked good—maybe a little taller, a little wilder with the stubble coating his jaw and roughness to his hair. But his light grey eyes were bright as Rorin hugged him, and he offered a small but genuine smile to Arya, Taze, and Essa. Arya relaxed further when she saw that smile.

“Did something happen?” Darmanin asked Ranier. “You moved the meeting time up.”

“Circumstances required the change.” Ranier finally pushed back the hood of his cloak. “Besides, the sooner we get started the better.” He looked unchanged from the first time Arya had seen him; shaved head despite the cold, jagged scar running from eyebrow to mouth, and a shimmering violence in his dark eyes that made you want to stay at least a few steps away from him at all times. He wasn’t keeping an eye on any of them the way Arya and Taze were watching him—he felt himself in no danger from any of them, even all together.

Unlike the first time she’d met the Shadeweaver, Arya now knew that confidence was warranted. A glint appeared in his dark eyes, as if he’d read her thoughts and remembered the time she’d attacked him. How quickly and easily he’d dispatched her. But he said nothing of it. Instead, he lifted his voice. “Leanir, you can come out now.”

A man emerged from the trees at the other side of the clearing, lowering a nocked bow. The assassin casually slid the arrow back into his quiver, then tugged back his hood and smirked. Leanir’s dark hair was severely shorn, stubble coating his jaw, but she would never forget that smirk, those cold brown eyes, the killing look in them.

How had she missed him in the trees?

The last time Arya had seen the Shadeweaver assassin, it had been on the roof of a building in Heathrock city, where she’d chased him down after he’d tried to assassinate Rorin and badly injured General Desomer; a man she loved and admired.

A snarl ripped from her throat, and she drew her sword with a sharp ring. But she’d taken only a half-step towards Leanir when Ranier materialised between them. Leanir’s eyes gleamed at her over Ranier’s shoulder, full of challenge.

“Touch him and our deal is over,” Ranier said, quiet menace reverberating through his words.

“What is he doing here?” Arya demanded.

“He will make the Dreadwater run with you.”

She laughed, the sharp notes of it pealing through the silent clearing, but it stilled abruptly when she realised he was serious. “He tried to kill most of the people here only a few months ago. How stupid do you think I am?” she asked incredulously.

“You are under my protection,” Ranier said. “He will not touch you.”

“That’s nice, but your word means nothing to me,” she said flatly. Her gaze remained steady on Leanir even as she spoke to Ranier. The assassin stayed silent, lips curled in a smirk. He was enjoying this.

Ranier continued, simply. “You either accept his presence or you leave. Those are my terms.”

Her temper flared. They were always doing things on Ranier’s terms, and she was sick of it. She stepped back and sheathed her sword. “We can train for Khadini just fine without you.”

“Arya. A moment?” Darmanin asked quietly.

She held Leanir’s gaze for another heated few seconds before tearing hers away and following Darmanin a few steps away from the group. “What?” she snapped at him.

When he spoke, it was for her ears only. “You understand as well as I do why Rorin needs to do this. Why I need to.”

She gave him a withering look. “Being killed by a Shadeweaver assassin isn’t going to help either of you be confirmed as heirs to your respective States.”

“Ranier has given his word Leanir won’t touch us. I will vouch for that.”

“Why do you put so much stock in that man’s word?”

“I’ve never seen him break it, not once. He wears it like a badge of honour.”

She searched his gaze. “Do you really trust Rorin’s life to that?” 

He didn’t look away. “Not just Rorin’s, but yours too. And Essa’s.”

“Even if that’s true.” Arya huffed a breath. “Dar, come on. You really want to go on such a dangerous journey with that man?”

“I’d rather not.” He gave her his little smile. “But consider this. Ranier has made the Dreadwater run before. He knows what it takes to survive and return successfully, and not only has he agreed to train us, but he’s also insisting that his daughter goes along. If he’s sending Leanir with us, there’s a reason for it.”

Darmanin was right. She would have seen the same thing, but her temper had taken over at the sight of Leanir smirking at her. Even so. “I don’t understand why he’s sending Essa, Dar. Look at them—not exactly overflowing with familial love. Maybe he doesn’t care about her as much as we assume he does.”

“You’re the only one of us with experience in combat and surviving outdoors. In rough terrain. In bad weather. Maybe you’re good enough to keep Rorin safe, but Essa too? Leanir could be an asset.”

“We’ll have to watch our backs around him the entire time. That’s not an asset, Dar, that’s a liability.”

“I told you, Ranier has given his word. He won’t touch us.”

Raven’s balls. Arya turned abruptly and walked back to the main group, Darmanin following. “If Warlord Ravenstrike knew that I allowed Rorin to remain in close company with the assassin who tried to kill him, she’d murder me herself.”

Ranier smiled. “Nobody here is going to tell her.”

Arya threw up her hands in defeat. “If he makes so much as one threatening move, I’ll kill him.”

Leanir smirked. “You mean you’ll try.” 

“Enough,” Ranier said. He didn’t raise his voice. His tone didn’t change. But the violence contained within those words leaped across the space between them. Leanir flinched. It was miniscule, but it was there. “Arya, if he tries to hurt you while under my protection, you won’t have a chance to kill him. The Shadeweavers will beat you to it.”

“And I’m supposed to trust that?” At her side, Darmanin coughed a smothered laugh.

Ranier stared her down. “You’re in or you’re out. Decide now. I will not waste my time debating with you.”

“We’re in,” Arya said, mutinous. “But I’m done with the secrecy. We’re here, as you asked. Tell us what happens now.”

“You’ll stay with me for the next six months while I train you to run the rapids. The first thing to know is that six months is nowhere near enough time to prepare you properly. Mathas Crowtalon spent years training, and we were full grown men when we did it.” Ranier crossed his arms over his chest, revealing a hint of the inky black tattoos that wound over his wrists. “Your warlord has a troublingly high level of confidence in the five of you.”

“It’s less about confidence and more about timing,” Darmanin observed.

The next official State Council was just over a year away. By then, both Rorin and Darmanin would be old enough to be put forward to be confirmed as heirs to their States. They didn’t have years to train. They had to be back from Khadini inside a year.

Still, Ranier’s words had Rorin paling, and Essa huddling deeper into her layers. Arya and Taze shared a look of tacit agreement. Running the Dreadwater was an incredibly dangerous gamble to begin with. She wasn’t sure a reduced training period made much of a difference to that.

“There’s a storm coming.” Ranier glanced at the sky. “We’re going to move to a safe location. Once there, we’ll talk more. Leave your packs. One of my people will retrieve them.”

Arya baulked. “What about our supplies?”

“You won’t need them.” 

Nobody moved.

“I’m leaving,” Ranier said. “Keep up or lose me. Your choice.”

He turned and moved with a quick, graceful, stride into the trees. Leanir fell into step behind him without a word. Rorin and Essa went next, Taze close behind. Arya waited for Darmanin to fall in and joined the group at the rear.

She let out a sigh as her legs began to burn again, her breath coming faster. 

She had a bad feeling about this.








  
  
Chapter 3




For a long time, the silence of the forest was broken only by their rasping breaths and boots crunching through ankle-deep snow. They’d been walking for hours, when Rorin and Essa started flagging. Arya and Taze, in their heavy layers, didn’t last much longer—the Raiders were a mounted force, and an hour’s drill training every day didn’t quite build stamina for long periods of hiking. Only Darmanin seemed to move as easily as Leanir. 

Ranier, while he had to have noticed them struggling, made no effort to slow or give them respite. The distance between him and Leanir and the rest of the group lengthened, until Darmanin dropped into the space between them, making sure the trailers didn’t get disconnected.

As had been trained into her very bones since day one of Raider training, Arya scanned their surroundings constantly. Weather, predators, Shadeweavers … all could kill quickly and without warning in the Diamondfang. She glanced at Ranier. His presence probably meant they only had to worry about the first two.

After all, he had apparently saved her the previous night. A shudder went through her at the memory of that darkness, the snuffling sound, the click of claws, and the overwhelming sense of fear and vulnerability she’d felt. Her gaze lingered on the Shadeweaver leader. He knew what it had been. She had to know too.

The weather closed in, and even Ranier’s pace slowed as they struggled up a long incline against a squealing wind. At the top, they reached a dead end; a sheer rocky section of mountainside. Arya came to a halt, her pride resisting the urge to hunker down and desperately suck in air like Rorin and Essa were. While they watched, Leanir pushed aside some thick brush that had been placed artfully to conceal a cave entrance, and waved them in.

Inside, chopped wood sat in a neat pile to one side of the cave, and crates of supplies stacked at the back. Wind whistled as a strong gust kicked up and snow began coming down.

“This will be long cleared out by the time you can report its location to your Raiders,” Leanir said coldly as he noticed Arya studying the interior.

She merely gave him a smirk.

“Get a fire started,” Ranier instructed. “Then we talk.”

Essa and Rorin sank to the ground, still catching their breath, heads hanging between their knees. Arya gave Taze a quiet order to keep watch on them, while she and Darmanin got a fire going.

By the time they were seated around crackling flames, a kettle filled with snow heating over it, the storm was gusting outside. It was almost dark, despite being early afternoon, and the temperature had plummeted. The sweat Arya had worked up now chilled her skin and she, like the others, huddled as close to the fire as she could.

“That’s the first thing that’s going to have to change,” Ranier said, pointing between Arya and Taze and Rorin and Essa. “You run the Dreadwater as equals, not as bodyguards and warlord’s son.” His gaze set on Rorin. “They don’t make your fires for you because you don’t know how or because you’re too soft and tired. What happens if you get separated?”

“I agree,” Rorin signed, Taze translating for him.

“I don’t expect anyone to carry my weight for me either,” Essa said. “So quit being condescending and start training us.”

Arya smothered a smile. Ranier might be incredibly dangerous and skilled, but he didn’t know them. The Shadeweaver looked between them, his expression calculating. Eventually, he said. “You all know how to sign with Rorin?”

“We do,” Arya confirmed.

Ranier turned to Leanir. “Then you’ll need to learn it as well. It will be a unique advantage.”

“I’m not teaching it to him,” Rorin signed.

“It is an advantage,” Arya added after translating. “And not one I’m surrendering to a Shadeweaver assassin.”

“I don’t need any advantages,” Leanir said. Nor do I need any of you were his unspoken words, clear from the expression on his face.

Ranier’s silence filled the space, clearly disapproving. Yet when he spoke again, he seemed to have put the subject aside for the moment. “You’ll be entering Khadini via the Dreadwater Gate—the place where the Dreadwater river tumbles over cliffs and flows along the narrow spit of land that joins the landmasses of Dunidaen and Khadini. That entire section of river is dangerous rapids.”

Taze lifted a hand. “I understand going through the Dreadwater Gate is traditional, but if cazaix blades are the goal, why couldn’t we smuggle ourselves into Khadini on board a trading ship instead? Wouldn’t that be safer?”

“Two reasons. First, being considered successful at running the Dreadwater is conditional on going in via the most dangerous way possible. No warlord will consider you a success unless you go in and out through the Gate.”

Arya didn’t miss the rolling of Essa’s eyes, and couldn’t help saying, “Raven’s balls, I’m starting to agree with Essa. Dunidae tradition is ridiculous.”

“You don’t say.” Ranier gave her a look, then continued. “The second reason is that Khadini ports are locked up tighter than Icecliff Fort in a winter storm. Emperor Atan uq-Danresan is even more paranoid than his predecessors. He knows every foreigner wants the Khadini cazaix and the secret to making it. Arriving ships are searched top to bottom by the Rangers, the elite soldiers of the Khadini army. Everyone stepping off a ship is searched, and then they’re searched again before they get back on. They do not get lax about this. Ever.”

“Okay, but if the Dreadwater Gate is the only other way in, the Rangers must know that too,” Arya said.

“There is a single gap in their ability to surveil the entire Dreadwater, and you’ll have to exploit it successfully to get in. It’s a supremely difficult thing to do, and getting caught and killed or captured ends most journeys before they’ve even begun. The Rangers have been known to use poisoned arrows, so even if they don’t land a kill hit, you still die. That’s why the practice stopped.”

Arya reached up to rub her suddenly aching temples. She’d known this would be hard, but hearing the details was reducing whatever small amount of confidence she’d started with.

“If you manage to pilot the rapids successfully and make landfall in Khadini, you’ll have to remain unseen at all costs. The four of you and your fair skin are going to stand out like snow leopards in the desert. If you’re spotted, your travelling papers will be demanded. Since you won’t have those—they’re only granted at Khadini ports after you and your ship have been searched—well … best-case scenario, you’ll be arrested and thrown into one of their labour camps.” Ranier looked around, making sure they heard him. “Trust me when I say that’s not really any better than being executed outright.”

Arya sneaked a look at Taze, then Leanir, at their brown skin that wasn’t any different from the Khadini. Maybe the assassin’s presence in the group would be helpful. Could that be why, in addition to his fighting skills, Ranier was sending him with them?

“Khadini is nothing like you’ve experienced before. It’s tropical. Humid. The landscape is entirely different. Your best chance of getting cazaix weapons is at the cazaix forge in the far southeast of Khadini, the only place in the world where it’s made and stored. To get there, you’ll need to travel the breadth of the country without being discovered.” He paused abruptly. “How good is your Khadini?”

After sharing a glance with the others, Rorin signed. “I wasn’t taught any more than the basics of Khadini and the Icefolk tongue. It didn’t seem practical.”

Arya looked away when Taze translated and Ranier swung his gaze to her. She’d barely paid any attention in the lessons she’d shared with Rorin.

“I remember a little from our lessons,” Darmanin ventured.

Ranier gave them all a contemptuous look. “Then assuming you’re able to make it across the country without being able to communicate at all with anyone there, you’ll have to breach the security of the forge, steal your cazaix weapons, then make it all the way back. If you survive that far, you then need to get back along the Dreadwater without rafting the waters—the currents are too strong to raft against.”

Another thick silence held once Ranier finished.

“I’m going to die,” Rorin signed with false cheer, then looked at Arya. “Will you attend my funeral?”

“As long as you promise to come to mine,” she muttered.

“This is not a joke.” Essa straightened, green eyes flashing orange in the flamelight.

“No, daughter mine, it’s not,” Ranier said. “So you’d all better be sure about this. I can help you, but only if you’re fully committed. Preparing for the run will be the hardest thing you’ve ever done, but only by giving it everything you have will you have any chance of succeeding.”

“I’m in.” Darmanin spoke without hesitation.

“Me too,” Rorin signed.

Arya sighed. “So am I.”

“And me,” Taze followed.

Essa said, “You say we have a choice, but because Rorin is here, Arya and Taze don’t have a choice, and neither do I. This is madness.”

“Ah, but you do have a choice. And your choice is to remain a member of Thiara Ravenstrike’s household.” Ranier held his daughter’s gaze. “Isn’t that right, daughter mine?”

Essa let out a breath, but after a moment she merely shook her head and looked away. Rorin had turned white, and he looked between Taze and Arya as if he’d only just realised what his determination to do this meant for them.

“I am a soldier, Rorin,” Taze said quietly. “My life will always be inherently risky. I don’t see this as any different to my posting at Icecliff Fort. More, you are not just my lord but my friend. I do choose this willingly.”

“And you?” Rorin demanded of Arya.

She let out a long breath. He deserved an honest answer. “Yes, you being here means I must be here too, for a whole host of reasons, not least of which is that you are my family and I will always protect you. And if I’m honest … I doubt the wisdom of doing this. But it is my warlord’s command. And that I will always follow.”

“Will you?” Ranier cocked his head, quick as a striking snake.

“You doubt that?” she challenged.

A smile ghosted his face. “You do not strike me as the type to be happy following anyone unquestioningly, Raider.”

She held his gaze and said nothing.

Ranier stood in one single movement. “Make yourselves a substantial meal tonight, and ensure you get as much sleep as you can. It will be the last time you have the opportunity for either of those things for a long while.”

Arya watched him leave, disappearing into the storm. 

After a moment, she rose to her feet and followed, finding him a few paces beyond the entrance, snowflakes already dusting his shoulders. He’d been expecting her to follow.

“What was that, back in the city last night?” she asked without preamble, keeping her voice low.

“A threat I saved you from.”

“Why would you save me from anything?”

Even in the dark, she could see his eyes glimmer. “I made a deal with your warlord.”

That wasn’t the full truth. Not even close to it. “What is going on between you and her?”

“Go back inside, Arya. You need as much rest as you can get.” He turned and strode away, disappearing into the swirling snow. Arya shivered, watching him go. In three strides he’d vanished from sight, walking out into a snowstorm like it was nothing.

Her gaze narrowed. Secrets and lies eddied around the Shadeweaver leader like bees around fresh flowers.

Who was Ranier, truly?








  
  
Chapter 4




From the very first day, Ranier made them run. 

“If Khadini Rangers are on your tail, you can’t stop no matter how exhausted you are,” he said on the first morning as they staggered along behind his apparently endless stamina. An hour into the run, Leanir and Darmanin still moved easily, but everyone else laboured. Arya had begun to worry about how little air she was managing to suck into her lungs. Was she imagining her light-headedness? “Success in running the Dreadwater hinges on mental strength. Your mind can will your body to keep going much longer than your muscles can. We’re going to keep running until you learn that.”

And on it went. Day after day.

They stumbled through thick snow, snapping tree branches and crashing through into frozen streams. When their breath burned like fire in their chests, and their legs turned rubbery with exhaustion, backs and knees and ankles aching, Ranier made them keep going until one of them finally stopped, vomiting everything they’d eaten that day into the snow.

When that happened, Ranier would stop with a huff of disgust, “Rangers and their dogs are going to hear you emptying your stomachs from miles away,” and let them rest for a half hour. Then he made them start running again. On and on until each of them collapsed on the ground, unable to move another inch.

That usually happened by midday.

“Khadini Rangers use tracking dogs to help them cover the border region either side of the Dreadwater rapids,” he lectured during one midday break as they sprawled, exhausted, on the ground. “If they get your scent, you’re in trouble. The way you get out of it? You outrun them. Dogs are quick, but they’re not long distance runners at speed. You can use terrain to lose them too—like climbing a rock face or fording a river too rough for them to cross. Move downwind of them, if you can.”

None of them responded to this—they were too busy trying to suck in enough air to stay conscious.

“On your feet,” he snapped. 

Arya pulled herself upwards with a groan, leaning down to help Rorin up. He tottered on rubbery legs, but to his credit, made no complaint. Ranier set off, leading them through a section of thick brush that emerged after half a mile at a rocky mountainside.

Essa halted beside Arya, her weight leaning against Arya’s side. Arya wasn’t sure the young woman knew she was doing it, but she adjusted her stance to help take Essa’s weight. She and Rorin were so far coping with their physical misery with what Arya considered impressive fortitude. She wondered how long that would last.

Ranier waited until he had their attention, then pointed at the rockface. “Climb it.”

Arya let out a breath of dismay. It wasn’t particularly high—perhaps four times her height. And there were handholds enough to make it climbable without any expertise. But slipping and falling near the top could cause serious injury, and their legs were shaky and exhausted from running.

Without comment, Leanir began climbing, moving swift and agile. Everyone else merely stared at him. Arya wondered whether she had the energy to even walk over to the rockface, let alone climb it. Even Darmanin seemed reluctant.

“Why aren’t you following?” Ranier asked, ice in his voice. He was wearing a low collar today, and the edges of his tattoos were visible twining around the base of his neck. In her less exhausted moments, Arya itched to get a better look at them. She swore they looked different than the last time she’d caught a glimpse of his neck.

“I’m honestly not sure I could climb a set of steps right now, let alone a rock wall,” Essa said.

“What she said,” Rorin echoed.

Ranier surveyed them, then asked abruptly. “Which of you knows exactly what crossing the Dreadwater Gate entails?”

Arya glanced around, met a lot of shrugs. Nobody answered. She’d assumed the gate was some kind of formal marker that indicated the line of the border, like a column or statue or similar on the banks of the river.

“The Dreadwater flows south from Lake Darkin in Crowtalon, but where it hits the Khadini border it tips over a large rocky shelf—a waterfall about half a mile long.” Ranier smiled without warmth. “That’s the single gap in the Khadini surveillance of the Dreadwater. You’ll be climbing down the cliff face behind the waterfall, hidden from sight until you reach the banks of the river at the bottom.”

“So running and climbing will feature prominently in your lesson plans, I take it?” Arya said.

He snarled, “Get up that rockface now. Don’t make me ask again.”

It was that tone, so nobody considered arguing further.

“Taze, lead the way to show us the easiest path,” Arya ordered after a quick scan to judge everyone’s level of exhaustion. “Dar, you and I will go last. I’ll shadow Essa, and you watch Rorin.”

That way if either fell, she and Darmanin would at least be able to attempt to arrest their fall. Not that she was sure she’d be up to catching anyone. Her arms, strong from swordplay, gripped and lifted her easily from handhold to handhold, but each time she needed to brace or push off her legs, they wobbled alarmingly. 

Rock and dirt rained down from Essa’s boots into Arya’s eyes and mouth, which she did her best to ignore. Taze went slowly and deliberately, showing the two inexperienced climbers the best path upward, and together, even though painfully slowly, they got to the top.

Arya groaned as she hauled herself over the edge and slumped to the ground. Everything hurt. She wanted to sleep for a year before moving another inch.

“Thanks, Arya,” Essa said quietly beside her. “I’m sorry I’m such a liability.”

“You are no liability, Essa Varsoth,” Arya said fiercely, leaning close to make sure her words were clearly understood. “You’ll be as strong as us in no time. And that incredibly smart brain of yours is something the rest of us don’t have and can’t train for.”

Essa looked away, as she often did when someone complimented her, but Arya hoped her words had hit home.

“On your feet!” Ranier snapped the moment he reached the top behind them.

“Oh, good. More running,” Arya said. “Just what I was hoping for.”

Rorin chuckled silently, and even Darmanin gave his little smile. Taze helped Essa up, and Arya touched her shoulder lightly. “Run in my steps, it will make it easier on you.”

“You’re not here to make things easier for her,” Ranier said, overhearing. “Daughter mine, you run up front. Arya, you take the rear. Let’s go again.”

Essa’s spine straightened, and she did as ordered.

And they started running.


      ***By the time Ranier let them stop that day—as the sun began sliding down behind the mountains—nobody was running anymore. It was more like staggering, than running. But they were still on their feet.

He’d brought them back to the cave, but the crates of supplies were almost all gone. “There’s enough for tonight only,” Ranier said. “From tomorrow, you’ll start foraging for your own food and making your own shelter. I’ll show you how. I also expect you to set a watch tonight. You can’t sleep unguarded in Khadini.”

Leanir was the least exhausted of them all, but Arya wasn’t trusting him on watch, so she took the first watch herself, assigning Darmanin next.

The stone was cold at her back as she settled at the cave entrance, staring out at the darkness and away from the light of the fire inside that would ruin her night vision. A light snowfall drifted from the dark sky. Every muscle in her body ached and she was so weary she could have fallen asleep in a blink. Once she realised that, she forced herself to her feet. Sitting was too dangerous.

The tired chatter of the others drifted from inside, along with the crackling of flames. Rorin appeared to bring her food and water, which she accepted gratefully, then told him to go back and sleep. “You’re going to need it.”

They were also going to wake up horribly sore the following morning. Arya winced at the memory of each morning so far. Stiffened and aching muscles and bitterly cold air, which made it all worse.

“You’re the leader.”

Ranier’s appearance out of the darkness made her start, and she swore inwardly. He could have slit her throat before she’d had any idea what was going on. He was as good as Leanir at moving around without a trace, and it made her intensely uncomfortable. Still, she didn’t want him to know that, so she merely shrugged and said casually, “That surprises you?”

“The way you got them up that cliff, how you rallied their spirits at the top. You’re the leader,” he said this not as a question, but observation of fact. “You’re careless though. You put yourself at risk to protect the others. If Essa had fallen, she’d have taken you both to the ground. You would’ve tried to stop Rorin if he’d fallen too. It is a strategic error for a leader to risk themselves so. Fix that.”

“Why do you care?”

“Because there are bigger things at stake than your friends’ lives.” His gaze set on the sky above, looking westward. Something like sadness was etched on his face. It was the first time she’d ever seen him look truly human.

“How was it that you ran the Dreadwater with Mathas Crowtalon?” she asked. She’d never heard how Ranier had become leader of the Shadeweavers, or who he’d been before that. He couldn’t have always been a Shadeweaver, not if he’d been close enough with a warlord’s heir to run the Dreadwater with him.

“You’re aware that his first wife, Andrian’s mother, died in childbirth when she and Mathas were both very young?” He kept his gaze on the sky as he replied, voice distant, as if he wasn’t entirely with her. “Mathas re-married not long before making the Dreadwater run. There were … ties … between my family and that of his new wife. I went with Mathas on her behalf, to ensure he returned safely to her.”

Arya looked at him in surprise. Mathas Crowtalon wouldn’t have taken a wife from any but a warlord or vicelord’s family. Which meant… “You’re from a noble house, then?”

“Of sorts,” he said evasively, before he turned pensive. “Mathas was charming back then, thoughtful, kind. It seemed to me that he loved his wife very much, that she was a balm to him from the grief of losing his first wife.”

Arya wondered how Mathas had changed from that man to the one whose cold negligence had contributed to that wife’s death, the one who was willing to kill his own son. “Is that why you took Darmanin in when Mathas threw him out? Because of these mysterious family ties.”

“I took Darmanin in the same way I take in all magic-wielders and those with nowhere else to go.”

She took a step closer to him. “Are you related to Darmanin, Ranier?”

He flicked her a glance, amused. “Not by blood.”

“And how did you go from a ‘close family friend’ of a warlord’s wife to leader of the Shadeweavers?”

“That’s none of your concern, Raider. I give you only what you need to know.”

She frowned. “Need to know for—”

But he was gone then, back inside the cave, silent as always.

Arya thought on his words after he’d gone, curiosity helping her stay awake despite her weariness.

Ranier had revealed more than he’d realised.

Because if Darmanin was Andahari like the Etherean elder claimed, then that Andahari blood had to have come from his mother. Mathas Crowtalon was Dunidae, descended directly from a Dunidae warlord’s house. And Ranier had just admitted to being a close family friend of Darmanin’s mother’s family. Close enough that he went on a dangerous journey to help protect the man she loved.

When you added that together with Essa, Ranier’s daughter, also having Andahari blood from somewhere… and not only Andahari blood. Both Darmanin and Essa were potential Sky Lords.

She’d always assumed that Essa had gotten her Andahari blood from her mother, but now … Arya let out a surprised breath, gaze cutting inside before returning watchfully to the forest around them.

Ranier was probably from an Andahari Sky Lord House.








  
  
Chapter 5




Winterfest passed without remark. Every day Ranier pushed them a little bit farther, a little bit faster, always past the edge of their strength and beyond. He led them over increasingly difficult terrain and sent them up longer and more difficult climbs. They moved higher into the Diamondfang, where the air was thinner and colder and made their lungs burn. 

And the Shadeweaver leader kept pace with them step for step.

When they flagged, he told them mental toughness could push them through it. When they baulked at a dangerous section of cliff face, he told them they could either figure out how to manage it now, or do it while Khadini Rangers were shooting at them. He never once softened or showed any mercy for their physical distress.

In the short periods between runs, he showed them how to forage for food—including how to tell what was poisonous—and how to build shelters from what was around them. He taught them to hunt and trap the hares and foxes that were hardy enough to survive winter in the mountains. He also showed them which plants would encourage healing if they were injured or sick.

“There’s a compound that counteracts the effects of the poison the Rangers use on their arrows, and you’ll take the herbs for that with you,” Ranier explained one morning in the pre-dawn as they roused themselves. “But you’ll have to travel light, and there’s always a chance you lose your packs, so learning to treat wounds and injuries with what you can find around you is crucial.”

“You said Khadini was tropical, that the landscape is different to anything we’ve experienced,” Essa pointed out. “Yet you’re teaching us to forage in the freezing depths of a Diamondfang winter.”

“True.” He met her gaze. “But if you can survive in the depths of a Diamondfang winter, then how much easier will it be when the days and nights are warm, and you don’t have to dig through snow to find what you need?”

Realisation spread over her face. “You’re deliberately making our training even harder than we’ll find the Dreadwater run.”

He gave her a satisfied smile. “A clever mind, daughter mine.”

“Plant life will be different in a tropical climate, though,” she said. “Animals, too.”

“Yes. Both will be more plentiful.” He gave them a smile full of teeth. “I’d steer clear of the snakes, though, if I were you.”

“Tell us more about these labour camps,” Arya asked a short time later. “You said that ending up in one wasn’t any better than execution if we’re caught.”

“If you get put in one, you’re never getting out,” he said flatly. “And if you do get put into one, your life expectancy drops to a handful of years. It’s hot, back-breaking work in their pit mines or oil digs, and there are no rest days or breaks. They work you until you drop.”

“The Khadini emperor does this to his own people?” Rorin signed.

Ranier nodded after Taze translated. “It’s the cheapest way for him to mine the iron Khadini needs to make cazaix, and extract their precious oil, the country’s two biggest exports.”

“I suppose paying his citizens to do the work in reasonable hours with proper food and breaks would be far too much of an administrative and financial burden,” Essa said.

“Yes, and you treat your criminals—including magic-wielders who’ve never broken a law in their lives—so much better here in Dunidaen,” Ranier replied smoothly.

Rorin and Essa shared a look. “We’re going to change that. One day.”

That night, on first watch, Arya sat thinking. As had become routine, once Ranier let them stop for the day, they’d wearily built themselves a shelter, foraged for food and started a fire.

By then, Essa had been too exhausted do to more than drink some water and eat a handful of rabbit meat before curling up in her blankets and falling asleep. Rorin seemed to have more energy—Arya suspected that was due more to his determination to succeed than anything else—but they’d both grown gaunt in the past weeks, all fat stripped from their frames, dark shadows under their eyes. And yet they kept going, grimly applying themselves to each task Ranier set them.

Taze, too, had returned to his too-thin frame, but he was adjusting well to the increased physical hardship. Arya had counted each one of her ribs easily while having a quick wash that morning. Darmanin and Leanir alone seemed unchanged, only perhaps even sharper, harder than they’d been before. Arya wondered whether one of them could die or be badly hurt in this training Ranier was putting them through.

If he would let that happen.

Her stomach growled. She ached everywhere, and never seemed able to get quite enough rest or food. She couldn’t imagine doing another long run the following day, let alone scaling a dangerous cliff face.

She’d do it though. If only because she’d never allow herself to falter in front of Ranier or Leanir. Or Darmanin, she admitted to herself, gaze falling on his sleeping form. He was no longer the boy they’d known, not since that night with his father in the forest. The memory of being ambushed by the Crowtalon warlord after helping Darmanin escape him, of watching Darmanin’s shadowhound leap for his father’s throat … He would have killed Mathas Crowtalon if Arya hadn’t stopped him. She still didn’t understand how she’d done it. Hadn’t wanted to think about it. Pushed the memory away now.

There had never been much childishness in Darmanin, but now it was all gone, burned away to leave a hardened and fierce young man. He and Rorin were of an age, yet when they stood side by side now they seemed worlds apart.

An adult Darmanin was not someone Arya could control like she had when they were young. His magic made him dangerous, especially when added to his corrosive anger towards his father and implacable determination to be named heir to Crowtalon. If he succeeded in running the Dreadwater, he’d grow even more dangerous.

Had her warlord thought about that? Darmanin would always be an ally to Ravenstrike after what Thiara Ravenstrike had done for him, and because of his firm friendship with Rorin. But he had a mind of his own.

“I am beholden to nobody.”

Her memory of Darmanin’s words—days after first meeting him—came back to Arya with a starkness that made her shiver. Would she be able to hold him back if tested again, like she had that night with his father? She wasn’t sure.

“You doing okay, Captain?” Taze hunkered down beside her, interrupting her thoughts. He’d been scouting their perimeter for danger before seeking his blankets. A close call with a snow leopard the previous night had made them more watchful.

“I worry about Essa and Rorin,” she admitted.

He looked at them both. “They are too thin and exhaustion dogs them constantly. But they rise each day, and they make no complaint and they keep going.”

Arya glanced at him, considering. Memory filled her then, of the days she and Taze had spent as Nameless on the streets in Aren, snuggling together with other hungry orphans in any empty building they could find for shelter, subsisting on scraps. Determined, each day, to survive. And she thought of what they’d become because of it.

“Ranier is forging them into steel,” Taze said. “And I don’t think they will shatter in the process.” He flashed her a smile. “I could do with a little less running though.”

She hesitated. “How are you doing, Taze?”

“I am a soldier in service to my warlord.” He shrugged. “It’s what I signed up for, and it was my free choice.”

“Is it what you want, though?” She shifted uncomfortably. “I’ve never thought of either of us as having choices before.” She and Taze were Nameless. They’d joined the Raiders because it was their only escape from a life on the streets. Their best path to shelter and clothes and three meals a day.

Taze was slow to answer, as if carefully considering his words. “It is clear to me that Thiara Ravenstrike is your warlord, that you have sworn yourself to her body and mind. And that is good.” He held her gaze. “But Rorin Ravenstrike is mine.”

“Good,” she eventually said, giving him a nudge with her elbow. “Rorin is a fortunate man.”

“I’ll take next watch, Captain. Let Essa sleep a little longer.”

“No,” she said. “You were right. Ranier too. We might not be there to take watch for her in Khadini. She’ll be fine.”

Taze smiled, then went to his blankets.


      ***Two months in, when a day of running and climbing left them merely weary, rather than shaking with exhaustion and collapsing into dead sleep each night, Ranier began teaching them to move silently and without leaving sign of their passage.

“Rangers can follow days’ old sign,” Ranier explained as they ran one day, winding up a narrow goat track towards the summit of a mountain, the air growing thinner as they climbed. “I’ll show you how to move while leaving as little sign as possible, or to fake a trail and send those tracking you in the wrong direction.”

“Don’t we need to learn how to raft rapids too?” Essa asked one morning as they set off. 

“I’ll teach you to make a stable raft, but…” He swept his arms around them. “There’s nothing in the Diamondfang that can approximate the Dreadwater. It is the one thing you will not be able to prepare for.”

“How did you do it?” Arya asked. “When you trained with Mathas?”

“There are some rougher sections of the Dreadwater just south of Lake Darkin in Anduil. But those are in populated areas of Crowtalon State, so we cannot go there.”

The final months of winter saw them running quick and light through the snow and scrambling into the heights of the mountain peaks. Ranier taught them the antidote to the poison the Khadini Rangers used on their arrows, but warned them that it needed to be made up freshly, administered fast, and would take time to be absorbed into the body and work.

They began having more success foraging and improving shelter construction, meaning they slept more easily at night and rose feeling better in the morning. They survived two blizzards without help, and Arya started thinking about how useful all these skills would be if she taught them to her Raiders too.

It would improve them from an elite mounted cavalry to a force that could more confidently and successfully fight a battle in the mountains if an invader came from the west. Or the Shadeweavers grew out of control.

It was a thought she filed away.

“I’ve been keeping us away from predators,” Ranier announced briskly one night. Winter had officially ended by then, although it will still be some time before the high mountains felt the first touch of spring. “I will no longer be doing that. Tomorrow you start learning to read their sign. If we encounter a wolf, snow leopard, or bear, it will be up to you to manage it.”


      ***Their first encounter with a bear was sudden and violent. They emerged from a thick copse of trees onto the banks of a frozen lake where the ice bear crouched, waiting for fish to come near its icy surface. It rounded on them with a mighty roar, teeth bared and claws swiping at Rorin, who was in the lead that morning. Arya reacted faster than anyone else, diving forward to knock Rorin aside and taking the blow on her shoulder. The padded layers of her Raider uniform kept those razor-sharp claws from drawing blood, but the blow was hard enough to send her flying.

She landed hard, wincing as pain shot through her shoulder. By then, Ranier had vanished, and the others had drawn weapons and scattered, forcing the bear’s attention to split.

Arya snapped orders as she rolled to her feet. “Essa, back into the trees, but slow. Rorin, you too. Taze, Dar, cover them. Leanir, shoot the damn thing—aim for the eyes!” 

Roaring in fury, the bear went at Darmanin, who was closest. Quick-footed, Darmanin backed away, drawing the bear’s full attention on him and away from where Rorin and Essa were retreating into cover.

Arya glanced at Leanir, saw where he was positioned, then shared a look with Taze. The two began shouting, waving their swords. Arya ran in behind the bear, poked it in the back. It spun away from Darmanin, roaring in frustrated anger, and as it turned, it moved right through Leanir’s field of fire.

He felled it with a single arrow.

Ranier re-appeared as they gathered around the bear, looking down on it in satisfaction, but his face was stony as he addressed Arya. “What did I tell you about throwing yourself heedlessly into danger? That swipe could have killed you.”

“And I would do it again. Rorin was in its path.”

“He needs to be able to stand up for himself. And you will get yourself killed before your twenty-first birthday if you don’t stop to think about your actions.”

“Rorin can stand up for himself,” she snapped. “But the bear came out of nowhere. He had no time to react. I did.”

Rorin, who looked shaken, signed. “Thank you, Arya. Ranier, we will pay better attention to our surroundings from now on.”

“You need to listen to me on this, Arya Ravenstrike.”

But despite Ranier’s anger with her, it was Leanir who took Arya’s attention as they settled back into a run. He’d listened to her snap order in the moment, and because of it, they’d felled the bear quickly and without anyone getting hurt.

Could she trust him to do the same once they were away from Ranier?


      ***From that morning on, they were more careful of where they trod, deliberately keeping out of the path of the mountain’s predators rather than engaging them.

Arya wasn’t sure what Ranier thought of that approach, but they weren’t going to encounter any of these animals in Khadini and she had decided the risk of injury wasn’t worth it. None of the group, Leanir included, disagreed with that direction when she gave it.

One night they sat around a fire, weary but alert enough to spend some time relaxing by the flames rather than curling instantly into their blankets to sleep. It was an unusually clear night, spring having finally arrived. The night air remained cold, however, and Arya sat as close to the fire as she could, her right leg extended out before her, a hand absently rubbing her knee. The constant running and climbing was bothering the old injury she’d sustained the night Leanir tried to kill Darmanin and Rorin.

The assassin sat across from her, his attention focused on waxing the string from his bow. Some weeks earlier, Ranier had begun having them run with a full load of weapons and pack. Arya’s sword rested just by her right leg, never far from reach. 

Ranier had disappeared when they’d begun making their shelter for the night, as he always did. He was always back in the camp by morning, sometimes returning before midnight, sometimes in the early hours. She assumed he was managing Shadeweaver business during his absences, though how he was doing that from the middle of the Diamondfang, she had no idea.

One by one, the others sought their blankets. Leanir was on watch, so Arya stayed awake, unwilling to trust him. Despite her best efforts though, soothed by the fire’s warmth and that of the blanket around her, Arya fell into a doze.

And dreamed of the wyvern again.

The dream had the same unreal quality as before—like she was both inside and outside of it at the same time. Air ran over her skin, soothing and delightful. His wings were spread wide, and … he was flying. He was hungry, too. Arya’s stomach rumbled with echoing hunger pangs. The rich scent of sheep drifted on the wind, and he banked sharply—

The dream segued.

She was back in that place where the darkness was heavy with a hatred that was alive. Something hissed, and she spun, seeing nothing, but feeling exposed. The horrific white face of the nazal flashed, teeth bared, turning towards her. “I know you’re near,” it hissed, the words raking through her. “So close. But where? Where? Where?” She felt it touch her mind in triumph, and she screamed, surging awake.

The scream had been silent, fortunately, because around her, everyone slept on. Across the fire, Leanir’s gaze glimmered as he watched her, but he said nothing. She took a deep breath to steady herself, then promptly froze.

That hatred she’d felt in the dream. The same one from the nightmare she and Essa had shared not long before leaving Heathrock. She recognised it.

It was the same thing she’d felt that night in Heathrock.

Ranier appeared from the shadows to her left. 

She didn’t try to hide her annoyance at how she’d failed to notice him approach. Again. “What do you want?”

“We need to talk.”

He was gone again before Arya could protest. With an irritated sigh, she pushed herself to her feet and followed him into the night. Ranier waited in the shadows of a drooping tree. There was something different about him. He was tense, his watchfulness even more tightly focused than normal. “Do you plan to go to them after the Dreadwater run?”

“Go to who?” she asked.

“The Etherean.”

Arya shifted in surprise, then cursed herself for betraying her reaction.

“Essa is my daughter,” Ranier said. “Do you truly think I don’t know what she is, what she will become?”

Wariness crept through Arya. She already suspected Ranier was Andahari—how much of what Salyarin had told her did he know? All Arya could think to do was play dumb and try to draw him out. “Essa’s parents are Shadeweavers. I think it’s fairly obvious what she would have become. Isn’t that why you sent her to join our household, to give her a different life?”

“Essa’s mother was no Shadeweaver. I met her in Khadini, in fact.”

Curiosity leaped in Arya, and she couldn’t help asking, “When you made the Dreadwater run?”

He didn’t answer. “Essa needs to do this if she’s going to survive what lies ahead, as do you, but she should go with you after, to Salyarin and his people. They can teach you both some of what you need to know.”

If Ranier was from a Sky Lord House, then he knew exactly what his daughter was. But surely he couldn’t know about Arya? Nobody knew her identity other than Salyarin. Fear trembled through her at the idea Salyarin might have betrayed her to the Shadeweaver leader. “What lies ahead for Essa is to be Rorin’s chief adviser. I don’t think being able to run all day and climb cliffs is going to help her with the political wrangling of the warlords. The clever mind she has now is all she needs for that.”

“Enough.” He made a cutting motion with his hand. “You have many gifts, Arya Ravenstrike. You are quick and strong and a confident strategist, not to mention the power that rests inside you. But you will not regain Andahar on those things alone.”

Arya stilled, the panic creeping back. “Regain Andahar? What are you talking about?”

An impatient huff. “You are twenty years old. There is no way Salyarin hasn’t reached out to you by now. You are too dangerous to be left lying about untaught. You and Darmanin both.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

His mouth curled in a snarl, then. “I know everything about you, Arya Ravenstrike. Everything. I have knowledge that would bring you to your knees. That could destroy both Mathas Crowtalon and your precious warlord.”

Arya froze. She felt that threat with every fibre of her being, but still… “If that was true, you’d have wielded that knowledge by now. The warlords are your enemies.”

“There is a worse enemy across the Diamondfang. One that is coming for Dunidaen, sooner or later. All he needs do is find and destroy you and Darmanin and Essa and Leanir, and whoever the fifth is, and—”

“Leanir?” Arya stiffened, gaze darting back towards the camp, horror sweeping through her. The emotion was strong enough to have her forgetting all her denials. “No. He is not—”

Ranier’s mouth twisted in genuine amusement. “You already know he is your fourth Sky Lord.”

That day in the Heathrock city square. The twang of the arrow that had taken down General Desomer. How Arya had known, in the next breath, that the second arrow was coming for her. That tug in her chest, like a thread linking her to something, or someone else. Like the thread that had pulled, warning her Darmanin was in danger the night Leanir had come, or the one Chiarn tugged when he’d used his magic on the fires outside Seelan.

Realisation crashed down over her. The same thread she’d pulled hard that night in the forest with Mathas Crowtalon, forcing Darmanin to stop attacking his father. Forcing him to obey her.

Arya shook her head. No way. Chiarn was bad enough. It couldn’t be Leanir.

“I see it on your face, Raider. You can’t hide from me,” he said, dark eyes glittering.

She crossed her arms over her chest, taking a steadying breath, seeking a way to get back on the front foot. “You’re drawn tight tonight, Ranier, more so than usual, and you’re back at camp early. What’s happened?”

He didn’t even blink. “It took longer than I would have liked, but I’ve received a full accounting of events at the High Warlord’s impromptu Council months ago. The Nightstalker’s demands have grown. If the Dunidae don’t hand over those he’s looking for by the State Council next year, he will pay a personal visit to whoever is voted the next High Warlord.” Ranier paused. “Not even your doddering High Warlord Eaglesoar is under any misapprehensions about what that means.”

“A declaration of war,” Arya murmured. She did a quick calculation in her head—after how long they’d been with Ranier, the State Council was now ten months away. “How much do the warlords know of those the Nightstalker is searching for?”

“The Nightstalker informed the High Warlord that he knows potential Sky Lords live, and that they’re not in Andahar. But it seems he knows little more about you as yet. I suspect if he did, he’d have included them in his missive.”

Arya let out a long breath. “Good news.” At least if the Nightstalker knew nothing about them, they could keep hiding.

“There’s worse news,” he said. His hand slid towards his cazaix knife, almost unconsciously, Arya thought. “Murders in Heathrock city. Particularly gruesome ones where the victims were left completely unrecognisable. One was found inside a locked room with the doors and windows fastened from the inside.”

“Isn’t murder a regular activity for your people?”

“The victims were magic-wielders.”

Arya fought to hold back the shudder that went through her, but suspected Ranier didn’t miss it. “What was in the street that night?”

“A nazal.”

She flinched, and he caught it.

“Salyarin has communicated with you, then. I thought as much. Then you know what a nazal is, how dangerous they are to you.”

She rubbed a hand over her face, hated how it trembled slightly. “You think the nazal was behind the recent murders?”

“I don’t think it, I know it.” He stepped forward, stabbing an index finger into her chest. “You are the Stormrider heir. You are the one the Nightstalker hunts. If his nazal don’t find you, if they don’t hand you over to him, then he will come for Dunidaen. The warlords can only hold him off so long. I am training you to run the Dreadwater, both to gain the strength and mental toughness you need to face the Nightstalker, but also to get you and my daughter as far away from Heathrock as possible while a nazal is a breath away from finding you. But after you’re done, you need to learn your magic. All of you. Or you will die.”

Arya blinked. Stormrider. That name echoed through her so profoundly she barely heard the rest of Ranier’s words. A long silence held after he finished. Eventually she cleared her throat. “I get to decide who I am, Ranier, and I’ve already made that choice. I am Arya Ravenstrike, future general to Warlord Ravenstrike. Salyarin hasn’t been able to convince me otherwise and you won’t either.”

“And what makes you think you get a choice?”

“I am beholden to nobody,” she repeated Darmanin’s words to Ranier, feeling their rightness as they settled in their chest.

“We’ll see about that.” Ranier shrugged. “Tomorrow you leave for the Dreadwater Gate.”

Her head came up, quick as a snake. “It hasn’t quite been six months yet. Those reports you received scared you. You’re not sending us because we’re ready. You’re sending us because you fear the nazal finding us here.”

“There is very little in this world that scares me, Raider,” he murmured. “But … yes.”

Before she could ask anything further, he’d disappeared into the dark.

Arya swore, kicked out at the trunk of the tree, and felt the satisfying thud as it landed. The Shadeweaver leader knew her identity. How?

And what did that mean for her? It made her position even more tenuous. Warlord Ravenstrike now unknowingly sheltered three magic-wielders under her roof, magic-wielders wanted by a dangerously powerful foreign king who wouldn’t be put off.

He would come for Dunidaen. As little as Arya trusted Ranier or his motives, she knew he was right about that.

And … the wyvern. He was real. 

Her wyvern. The wyvern of an Andahari Sky Lord.

Salyarin told her a wyvern would be born for her, that she had magic, and she’d always used the lack of those things to push back on his insistence she take up her place as heir to Andahar. But now, suddenly, she had both.

She opened her gloved hand, stared at her palm. What was her magic? Where was it? Was it nothing more than the threads of something she felt connecting her to Darmanin and Essa and Chiarn and Leanir? Or was something else simmering away inside her readying to break out?

Arya suspected she’d just learned the name of the Sky Lord House she was descended from. The true ruling family of Andahar.

Stormrider.
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