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Chapter 1
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The danger came in the journey, not the destination. 

That critical piece of patrol lore whispered through Arya Nameless’ thoughts as she rode behind Captain Narran at the top of their shield of twenty Raiders. Her gaze was in constant movement, scanning the snow-covered ground, the trees, the step of the horse ahead of her. Down the column, her shield-mates did the same.

An icy wind blew, tugging at their cloaks, gloved hands, and the heavy cowls drawn up over their heads. The sheer weight of the layers they wore in addition to their weapons required impressive physical stamina, but it was a necessity. An improperly dressed Raider was a dead Raider in the heights of the Diamondfang Mountains. 

Today Arya was glad of the intense focus required on patrol. It was a welcome distraction from the simmering anger that tensed her shoulders so tightly they ached. Her mare tossed her head uneasily, sensing her mood.

Or maybe it was something else the animal sensed.

Arya’s wariness ratcheted up another notch.

Her shield was over halfway through the journey from their base, Icecliff Fort, to undertake a welfare check at the distant SheerRock Fort. The regular status update from their sister fort was several days overdue. It wasn’t an unusual occurrence—messenger birds were vulnerable to all sorts of things in this icy corner of the world—but Icecliff and SheerRock guarded the only two paths across the mountains from Dunidaen into the neighbouring kingdom of Andahar. Those paths had lain blocked and unused for decades, thanks to the Nightstalker, but still, it was Raider duty to make sure the border remained secure. 

The trail they were on wound into a patch of thick forest, and the silence took on a tension that was almost palpable. Hands slid towards sword hilts. Horses caught the mood and snorted, tossing their heads. Weather and terrain were only two of the dangers Raiders faced on patrol. Predators, particularly bears, wolves, and snow leopards, were another.

And, most dangerous of all, the threat of—

A shout ripped open the stillness around them. The sound cut off as quickly as it had come. Without thought, Arya drew her sword with a clear ringing sound that echoed down the line as the rest of the shield followed suit. 

She’d recognised Torsen’s voice in that cry. He and Charlin were the shield’s outriders—their job to circle the main column as it moved to forestall an ambush. Worry flared hot and bright in Arya’s chest, and she was hard pressed to hold and wait for orders.

“Halt.” Captain Narran’s voice rang out. “Arya, Laskin, go check on Torsen and Charlin. Everyone else hold here, stay alert, and be ready to fight.”

Without hesitation, Arya urged her mare off the trail in the direction of Torsen’s cry. Laskin came close behind, watching her back. Within a few strides, they found their path blocked by a thicket of trees and brush. Behind them, their shield had already vanished from sight.

Around them all was silence. No cries had followed the first.

She let out two short, sharp, whistles—a Raider signal that requested an echoing whistle to acknowledge and report location. Narran whistled back from the main column, and Arya waited for Charlin or Torsen to follow suit.

Only silence answered.

Shit. She tried again.

Nothing from either Charlin or Torsen.

Arya glanced back at Laskin, breath frosting in the cold. “They might have decided to try and go around the copse to make sure nothing was hiding beyond it. It’s what I would have done.”

“Agreed.” Laskin scanned their surroundings. There were no hoofprints in the snow, nothing to show passage of two mounted Raiders. His worry was evident in the way he clenched his gloved hands on his reins.

Arya dismounted, reaching for her bow and quiver of arrows. “Let’s split up. I’ll try and push straight through the thicket in case one of them dismounted, you circle it and see if you can ride around. We don’t go any further than whistle distance without the full shield as backup.”

He flicked a glance at her before turning his horse. “Be careful.”

Arya gripped her bow in her left hand, an arrow ready in her right, and moved forward into the trees. Branches scraped at her face and arms. Fresh snow crunched under her boots despite her attempts to step quietly. As the copse began to thin out, she spotted tracks breaking the white surface ahead. She knelt to take a closer look. They were human.

Either Torsen or Charlin had dismounted for some reason, or somebody else was out here with them.

A Shadeweaver.

Fear thrilled through Arya’s blood, and when she rose to her feet, she moved with new caution, bow nocked and raised. If a Shadeweaver ambush lurked nearby, she was starkly aware of how alone she was and how long it would take the shield to reach her.

But if Torsen was hurt, she wanted to get to him as quickly as possible.

The distant bubbling of flowing water teased her senses, but there were no other sounds in the deathly quiet afternoon, just that of her own breathing and the soft crunch of her boots in the snow. But there was something… 

Arya froze.

It was almost winter. Any water in this forest should be frozen over.

Unease gripped her, and she quickened her pace. The source of the water came into sight as she stepped through a narrow space between two trees and emerged near the banks of a stream.

Arya’s gaze went instantly to the figure lying prone on the ground—Torsen—and the man crouched over him. Torsen was dead, his throat cut open, his body half sprawled in the shallows. They must have fought, the heavy weight of Torsen’s body cracking the ice sheet covering the surface of the stream. 

The kill was fresh. The crouching man held a knife that still dripped, red splashes against stark white. He was young, probably only a few years older than Arya, wearing ragged layers and a thick woollen hat pulled down low over his forehead. Dark brown eyes watched her with faint amusement, as if the sight of her holding a drawn bow wasn’t threatening in the least. “Hello, Raider.”

She aimed her arrow at the man she had absolutely no doubt was a Shadeweaver. A snarl in the back of her throat ripped through the quiet. “Step away from him.”

The killer rose lithely to his feet, keeping loose hold of the knife. From that angle, he could throw it at her in a blink. She kept her breathing steady, confident she could loose her arrow before he could throw the knife.

He cocked his head. “Do you think you can kill me?”

The smugness in his expression burned her, and she loosed her arrow right at his heart. But just as her muscles bunched on the draw—in that briefest of moments before releasing the tension—Arya’s vision blurred. It was for a fraction of a second only, but when her vision cleared, it was to watch her arrow thud into the tree directly behind where the Shadeweaver had been standing. 

She swore, stance shifting as she searched for him. He’d moved off to her right, his smile widening in a flash of white teeth against his brown skin. Quick as she could, she drew another arrow, loosed it. But her vision blurred again, and the arrow flew uselessly through the trees. Arya swore, drew and nocked another arrow, but this time the Shadeweaver had vanished.

Her heartbeat thudded in her ears as she continued to turn, gaze frantically searching the snow-covered trees, certain he must be hidden nearby and poised to attack with that knife.

But he was gone as if he’d never been there.

“Raven’s balls!” she swore furiously. How had he moved so quickly?

The sound of hoofbeats had her lifting the bow again, but it was only Laskin, Charlin close behind him. “You’re all right?” Arya asked them in relief.

“Fine,” Charlin said. “Torsen and I got separated checking out a noise he heard, and I—” Charlin came abruptly to a halt, turning white as his gaze fell on Torsen’s body. “Raven’s balls. Another Shadeweaver attack? How many were there?”

“Just one that I saw,” she said grimly, beginning to pace the edges of the clearing, looking for the Shadeweaver’s tracks to follow. There was nothing. Just hers and Torsen’s boot prints in the snow. “I got a couple of shots off, but he moved faster than anything I’ve ever seen. It was like he was toying with me. Then he just vanished. Dammit, where did the bastard go?”

“One Shadeweaver attacked a pair of fully armed outriders?” Laskin’s jaw was set.

Arya nodded. “And he took Torsen down with ease.”

“He separated us first, too,” Charlin said.

She didn’t have to say aloud how concerning that was. Shadeweaver ambushes usually involved multiple attackers and a cleverly laid trap, using the terrain and their knowledge of it to overcome the Raiders’ superior training and numbers.

“Could be Ranier is changing up his tactics,” Laskin said thoughtfully.

The name rang through her, eliciting a faint shiver. Raider gossip claimed that Ranier, the notorious leader of the Shadeweavers, sported a jagged scar down his face from eye to mouth, had eyes dark as coals, and breathed violence with every word. Not that anyone knew that for certain. Only the Shadeweaver inner circle knew what Ranier looked like or where he was at any given time.

Laskin dismounted and knelt beside Torsen’s body, reaching out to close his eyes. When he stood, the sadness on his face was replaced by focus. “We’d best get back to the shield. There could be more of them out here.”

“You two go back. I’ll track him,” Arya said, frustrated anger bubbling away inside her. It was easier to feel that than grief. She wanted to wipe that smug smile off the killer’s face. “He killed Torsen, we can’t let that go.”

“Captain Narran would never allow you to track him alone, and nor should she,” Laskin said. “Our priority is making sure all is well at SheerRock Fort. If it is, we’ll report this there, and they can send a patrol out to look for the killer and recover Torsen’s body for burial.” 

“By then his trail will be cold,” she snapped.

“Laskin is right.” Charlin’s gaze was still on Torsen, but he tore it away. “Look what he did to Torsen. Besides, there are no tracks to follow.”

Her jaw clenched so hard pain snapped through her teeth. “Fine.”

As they turned to leave, Arya gave the forest around them one last sweeping glance. He was out there, close by, she could feel him on the cold air that swept through the trees.

“I’ll come for you,” she promised the empty forest. 

And then she turned and ran after the others.
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Unsurprisingly, Captain Narran echoed Laskin’s sentiments. “I’m not compromising our patrol for a revenge mission. We can’t be sure the Shadeweaver didn’t set up the kill to draw us after him and into an ambush,” she said firmly, then lifted her voice so the whole column could hear. “No outriders. We push on for SheerRock.”  

Nerves taut, each Raider rode with one gloved hand on the reins and the other resting on the hilts of their swords. With their faces and hair almost entirely obscured by the cowls they wore drawn over their heads, Arya and her shield-mates were almost indistinguishable from one another. But the striking raven emblazoned in black on their dark red cloaks marked them as Raiders, soldiers belonging to Warlord Ravenstrike, ruler of the northern-most State of Dunidaen. 

Occasionally, a clump of snow would slide off an overhanging branch, and one of the horses would skitter in fright. There was no way to know for sure whether more Shadeweavers lurked nearby. They knew this ground even better than the Raiders, and they were masters of concealment.

A violent criminal organisation, the Shadeweavers had their stronghold in the Diamondfang and the Wraith Forest—thick forest spreading from the eastern edge of the mountains and into Dunidaen. The group was active throughout the country, but without the mountains and forest that gave them a place to hide and build strength and resources, they’d have been wiped out by the Dunidae warlords decades earlier.

Eventually the shield left the forest and wound their way up the eastern face of a looming mountainside. The pace slowed as the horses navigated the trail, wary of verglas. The thin ice sheets that formed after freezing rain or frozen-over meltwater could be found on hard, smooth surfaces like rock and were almost impossible to see. 

Laskin spoke suddenly at her side. “Are you excited to meet our new warlord?” 

She shot a scowl his way. “We can gossip later when we’re safely inside SheerRock. The Shadeweavers could be planning another attack.”

Laskin’s expression tightened briefly, grief shining in his eyes. But he shook it off like the rest of them had. There would be time for mourning Torsen later. “I doubt it, not now we’re on alert. Plus, those clouds coming down from the west mean we’re in for bad weather tonight. Any self-respecting Shadeweaver will be hunkering down to ride it out. We’re safe for the moment.”

He was right. But Torsen’s death had only worsened the black mood Arya had been nursing since leaving Icecliff and she didn’t want to give him the satisfaction of agreeing. Instead she answered his question in a way she knew would annoy him, complete with a dismissive shrug. “One warlord is the same as any other.”

The State of Ravenstrike’s warlord had died suddenly and unexpectedly four months past, his heir along with him. Word had come to Icecliff Fort only days earlier to announce that his eldest daughter, Thiara Ravenstrike, had been confirmed by the Dunidaen Council of warlords as the new Warlord Ravenstrike. Not only that, but she intended to make an official visit to the fort.

This news had initially intrigued Arya just as much as any other Raider. Right now though, she was mad at everything and everyone, and the business of Dunidaen’s States and warlords were far down her list of things she gave two shits about.

Laskin levelled a look at her that spoke volumes. She gave him a mutinous glare. He didn’t wilt in the slightest. She dialled up the glare. He smirked.

Arya conceded. “Fine. Pretend I’m mildly interested. What have you heard from your suspiciously good gossip network?”

Laskin glanced around, a practiced sweep to confirm all was clear, before speaking. “The State Council didn’t really have a choice but to confirm her, given her father had no other living sons. Although from what I hear, they came dangerously close to appointing his fourteen-year-old grandson.” 

“They considered making a boy warlord?”

“There’s never been a female warlord before. No State outside Ravenstrike even allows women in their armies. Our new warlord is an unknown entity, and presumably that made the other warlords uncomfortable—worse than that, I’d guess. Scared. Rulers set in their traditions don’t like change.”

Arya’s anger seeped back in. She’d just lost a shield-mate, a man who’d shared his allotment of sweetcake with her two nights earlier because he knew it was her favourite. What did warlord politics matter when they couldn’t help Torsen or make her shield-mates any safer. “Interesting gossip I suppose, but it doesn’t make a difference to anything for us.”

“On the contrary,” he said. “For example, if our new warlord’s views on magic-wielders are less relaxed than her father’s—and more aligned with most of the other warlords—then she'll want more done about the Shadeweavers, irrespective of the fact they count only a small number of magic-wielders among them. It will be us Raiders sent in to do it.”

“They just killed Torsen, Laskin.” The words ripped from her in a snarl. “Shadeweavers think they can act as they like, no matter the laws, and they kill us without remorse. They should be hunted down, magic or no magic. I hope our new warlord does do more about them than her father did.” 

“That’s rather narrow thinking,” he observed, but flashed her a smile when she scowled at him. This was typical Laskin, teasing to rile her and distract her from grief. “Do you want to talk about what’s actually eating at you yet?”

“No,” she said shortly. “I want to survive this patrol by concentrating properly on our surroundings rather than indulging in idle chatter.”

“Right you are.” He huffed a breath that sounded suspiciously like a swallowed laugh, and they fell into silence.

Dusk was falling by the time they approached their destination. Narran didn’t have to tell them to be extra vigilant as they rounded a bend to see SheerRock Fort looming high on the rocky mountainside above them. 

Arya’s gaze swept the battlements, quickly picking out the usual complement of Raiders on guard. Nothing seemed amiss.

The sharp pealing of a bell cut through the dusk. Two long notes that hung in the icy air before falling silent. That ring pattern was a warning to everyone inside SheerRock that the gates were about to be opened for a shield of Raiders arriving or departing on patrol. 

Into the silence left by the bells, a groan sounded, followed by a high-pitched shriek as the two steel entry gates slowly swung inward. Soon the gap widened enough to reveal the entrance courtyard inside. Snow drifted from the sky, dusting the grim stone surface.

Within minutes, the gates stood fully open, the only time the fort was vulnerable to attack. When closed, nothing short of a full-on magical assault could breach its high stone walls. And that kind of magic no longer threatened Dunidaen.

As soon as they were through, the winch started up again behind them. Usually, when departing on patrol, the final clang of the gates closing behind them echoed like a warning. A reminder that the only true place of safety in these mountains had just closed them out. But tonight it meant they could relax the focused vigilance they’d been maintaining for two days straight. Arya let out a long breath. They were safe now.

All was well at SheerRock Fort.

Once they’d settled the horses into the stables, Captain Narran dismissed Arya’s shield before going to report to the fort commander. Their mood was glum. Having reached the safety of the fort, they now had time to grieve Torsen’s death. It had been more than a year since their shield had lost a member and this loss felt fresh, cutting.

Arya felt the grief just as heavily, the emotion worsened by having been unable to do anything about it, to avenge Torsen in any way. She loved each and every one of her shield-mates, was proud to stand with them, despite their differences and the small frictions that arose from day-to-day life in an isolated fort. More, she felt responsible for them. Even though she wasn’t their captain, they were hers.

Still, she didn’t follow them as they trailed inside for dinner in the mess. Instead, she lingered at the doorway of the stables, idly watching snow drifting from the darkening sky, and wondering what was happening in Narran’s conversation with the commander. She hated not being a part of it.

Footsteps sounded, heralding Laskin’s approach. Short and stocky, with dark brown skin and short-cropped black hair that was beginning to show spots of grey, he moved with an assured calm that she envied. He had a good twenty years on her, but Laskin was her favourite shield-mate. 

“What are you staring at?” he asked.

“I was keeping an eye out for the Etherean,” she joked.

Laskin snorted. “Nobody’s seen an Etherean since the borders closed forty-odd years ago and they retreated to the highest peaks of the Diamondfang. What makes you think one is going to pop in for a late supper?”

“Don’t you ever wonder about what’s beyond the Diamondfang, Laskin?”

He gave her a look. “Unlike you, I can read a map. What’s beyond the Diamondfang is why Dunidaen is so terrified of magic-wielders. You ever wonder why they seek refuge with the Shadeweavers? We shun and harass them to the point they have little choice if they want to have any kind of a life.” 

She glanced at him curiously. “That’s your disapproving tone. I know Andahar has been quiet since the borders closed, but you don’t think there’s merit in the fear that the Nightstalker might get restive one day … decide to recruit our magic-wielders to help him expand Andahar’s territory by taking Dunidaen?”

Laskin sighed. “What makes you assume that any magic-wielder in Dunidaen would want anything to do with the Nightstalker? Besides, he’s not only Andahar’s king, he’s the only living Sky Lord. His magic is exponentially more destructive than the abilities the occasional Dunidae is born with. If the Nightstalker decided he wanted to have another go at us, he doesn’t need them.” He gave her a look. “And that is why Captain Narran made the right decision to continue on to SheerRock today instead of hunting down Torsen’s killer.”

Arya huffed a breath, crossed her arms, and grumbled. “Yes, yes, I know.” 

The job of the Raiders stationed at Icecliff, SheerRock, and Windfall Forts—the last sitting at the southern end of the Diamondfang just outside the largest port city on the west coast of Dunidaen, Aren—was twofold.

Maintain a watch over Dunidaen’s north-western border with Andahar.

And try to contain the activities of the Shadeweavers.

In Arya’s mind, the first task was mostly ceremonial these days. SheerRock guarded the underground road—the only entrance into Dunidaen from Andahar aside from the pass over the Diamondfang, which ran through Icecliff Fort further to the north. The two roads that had been blocked up for decades. That nobody had tried to get through for decades.

Still, Ravenstrike State’s duty to Dunidaen was more important than a single Raider’s life. She knew that. But it rankled anyway. 

She sighed. “I think I’m just going to quit.” 

“You’re not going to quit.”

“Don’t be so sure,” she muttered.

“If you act like a petulant child when things don’t go your way,” he said with insufferable calm, “you’ll simply prove to them that you don’t have the maturity to be a shield captain.” 

“Thanks for the support.” She glared at him. Laskin had obviously stopped waiting for Arya to bring up the real reason she was so angry. 

Three days previously, one of the shield captains stationed at Icecliff had retired. Arya had fully expected to be promoted into the vacant position. She was one of the most capable fighters at the fort and had successfully acted as temporary captain of their shield the previous month after Narran had badly injured her ankle in a training drill. 

Instead, Commander Lerin—the battalion commander in charge of the fort— had promoted someone else. Arya liked the new captain well enough, but Arya was better. It was infuriating to have the position handed to someone else. More than that, it was humiliating. 

“You’re barely seventeen. There’s plenty of time for promotion.”

She scoffed. “Ravenstrike takes Raiders as young as thirteen, even twelve sometimes. If we’re old enough to risk our lives tangling with Shadeweavers and keeping the border safe, we’re old enough to be promoted.”

“They take children because it’s the only way to keep the army manned,” he said with increasingly annoying patience. “That doesn’t mean children should be leading armies.”

“Do you think I can do it?” Arya turned to catch his gaze, arms crossed.

He didn’t shy away from her look. “If you’d been our captain today, you would have led us all madly hunting down that Shadeweaver. Even if he wasn’t attempting to draw us into an ambush, you’d have delayed our arrival at SheerRock—our mission. What if the attack on Torsen had been a deliberate ploy to keep us away from SheerRock while the Shadeweavers launched an attack on it?”

She shifted uncomfortably. “That’s a little farfetched.”

“You have good instincts for leadership; it comes naturally to you. But too often you let your temper rule you and override those instincts. That’s something you can work on, and a little more experience under Narran will only help.”

She sighed. “Sometimes I literally itch to take control, or to implement a better strategy.”

“That’s because you’re a control freak. You had to survive as a child on the streets of Aren, and to do that, you had to be in control, of yourself and your surroundings,” he said.

“That’s what it means to be a Nameless,” she said simply. “Dunidaen calls us that because we have no parents, no family, but it also means we have only ourselves to rely on. And yes, I want that control still, because it keeps my shield-mates safe. The Raiders took me in, Laskin, gave me a life.”

“And what makes you think the decisions you make are always the right ones for your shield-mates?”  

Her jaw tensed. “I just do.” It was a knowing inside her, part instinct, part need, part something she couldn’t name.

He huffed a breath. “Even as a shield captain you would still have to follow orders, you know?”

She smiled briefly, finally cracking under his relentless reasonableness. “Will you at least give me a few more hours to wallow in my self-pity?”

“I can do that.” He grinned. “Now come and eat. You know they’ll all be feeling maudlin, and you’re the one that can cheer them up when something like this happens.”

She pushed off the barn door and followed him. “A game of cups, do you think, or a rendition of ‘Molly’s sweeping brush’?”

“Definitely the latter. The sound of your voice raised in song won’t fail to make them forget their sadness and run screaming from the room.”

“You’re a laugh riot, old man.”

“Watch who you’re calling old, young upstart.”

Captain Narran appeared in the mess much later, crossing to a table where some of the shield captains based at SheerRock were enjoying a mug of warm mead. Ignoring Laskin’s warning look, Arya excused herself from her shield—still sad but somewhat cheered after a hot meal and some laughs—and crossed the mess.

“Captain?” She saluted.

Narran looked up. “Arya, what do you need?”

“I wanted to ask if there was any issue with the overdue messenger bird?” Arya kept her voice deferential—demanding answers of a higher ranked soldier was a guaranteed way of getting told to mind one’s own business.

“Apparently something got into the coop a week ago and killed the birds. Commander Marik knew a shield from Icecliff would be dispatched when he failed to check in, so he’s asked me to take a request back for a new batch of messenger birds to be sent here.” 

Arya felt an inexplicable shiver down her spine. “Something killed all the birds?” 

Narran nodded. “The commander thinks it was probably a wolf or fox that got inside the walls.”

“Were any of the other animals inside the fort attacked?”

“Just the birds.” Narran gave her an odd look. “It’s not like a stray wolf is going to go after horses in guarded and well-lit stables.”

Right. Arya pushed aside her disquiet at the news. “What about Torsen. Will Commander Marik send out a patrol to retrieve his body and hunt down his killer?”

“I made the request, but he’s the commander of this fort, Arya, so it’s up to him.”

“But Captain—”

“Enough,” Narran snapped. “We’re heading back to Icecliff at first light, so make sure the shield knows they’re to be mounted and at the gates on time. Dismissed.”

She barely held back from telling Narran to give the orders herself, and instead saluted stiffly and walked off. Back at her shield’s table, she expelled a breath of frustration and summoned a lighter tone. “Captain wants to be gone at first light, so it’s an early start tomorrow, lads and ladies.”

Charlin sighed heavily. “Another false alarm with the messenger birds, I take it? Losing a good Raider for no reason. Again.”

“Yes,” she said. “And before you ask, the captain made a request of Commander Marik to send a shield after Torsen’s killer.” 

Laskin’s glance spoke volumes, but he didn’t say anything. A fission of relief went through the rest of the shield at her reassurance that something would be done about Torsen. Arya smiled at them and lifted an eyebrow. “A final round of mead before bed? In Torsen’s honour, of course.”

That night, Arya dreamed.

It was the same dream she’d been having on and off for nearly a year, since just after she’d turned sixteen. It began as they always did. She stood in a dim hallway, with high, arching windows lining the wall to her left. They were open to the air, and a night breeze billowed the sheer curtains inwards. Faint moonlight was the only source of light. The sky beyond was clearer, sharper, than she’d ever seen it in reality. The stars looked like pinpricks of glittering diamonds.

At the end of the hall, the dim shape of a man was visible, something bulky hanging over his shoulders. He stood at the last window, staring outwards, his expression intense and focused.

As always, Arya walked slowly down the hall towards him. Her hand fell unconsciously to the hilt of her sword, only to find it wasn’t there. It never was. And, as always, the man seemed to sense her presence as she approached.

He turned.

Arya couldn’t stifle her gasp. Until now, the dream had always ended here, before she saw the man’s face. Something about his movement had always catapulted her to wakefulness. This time it didn’t.

He was unlike anyone she’d ever seen before; lean—skinny—and with a shock of silver-white hair. His features were fey, with high, arched cheekbones, thin lips, and a narrow, almost pointed jaw. He took a step towards her, and what she’d assumed was a bulky pack over his shoulders spread out into massive wings that almost reached the walls on either side of the hall. 

He was one of the Etherean.

Relief filled his expression, and he opened his mouth and said something. She blinked, her thoughts feeling as if they were trapped in a mire as she tried to make a response. But even as her mouth opened, the dream ended, and she woke with a start, as abruptly as she always had after these dreams. And like each one before, it left her with a faint throbbing at her temples.

Arya lay there on her pallet in the barracks’ dormitory, blinking, the details of the dream already fading. Had her conversation with Laskin earlier made her dream of the Etherean? One thing remained starkly clear, though, resonating through her mind over and over. The word the Etherean man had spoken when he’d seen her, the relief in it.

“Finally.”
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The two-day journey back to Icecliff was uneventful, but the attack on Torsen left every moment of it laden with tension as they braced for another. By the time the high walls of the fort grew visible in the distance, they were exhausted. The main road they were on, once a major thoroughfare, divided the fort in two, passing under a high stone bridge that connected the two halves of Icecliff. 

Habit had Arya glancing farther down the road to make sure it was clear. West of the fort, the road wound upwards for miles towards the pass over the Diamondfang Mountains. Today, snow covered its surface, and nothing stirred in the trees lining the road.

Empty, deserted, as it always was.

They rode through the gates into Icecliff to find Commander Lerin waiting for them, Arya and her shield were all exhausted. Captain Narran spurred her horse over to him, and the two shared a few words. 

“We’ve orders to dismount and let the grooms see to the horses,” the captain said when she returned. “The new warlord has arrived and wants to meet us.”

“Captain, what about Torsen?” Charlin asked.

Narran let out a sigh. “I informed the commander of his death. A farewell ceremony will be held as soon as it can be arranged, like always.”

“What about sending out a patrol to look for his killer?” Arya pushed. “If we sent a shield from here, I could show them where—”

“Warlord Ravenstrike wants to see all of us now.” Her captain’s mouth tightened as she cut Arya off. “Those are our orders.” When nobody instantly responded, her voice carried an edge as she snapped, “Why are you all still mounted?”

Arya shared a frustrated glance with Laskin before dismounting along with the rest of the shield. They mingled for a few moments in the armoury, putting swords and bows away and allowing themselves to start relaxing after the tension of a patrol. It was a feeling Arya knew she’d never forget—the intense sense of warmth and security soaking into her bones after hours outside the walls exposed to multiple dangers. Today, though, it was tainted by grief and frustration, and their usual post-patrol banter was absent.

Narran soon appeared to hurry them up, and they followed her through the fort, climbing levels until they reached the bridge over the road. On the opposite side were more stone buildings inside equally high stone walls. They’d once been the trading and border administration offices when the road functioned as the main trading route between Dunidaen and Andahar. Now Raiders used the entire fort, although there were quarters set aside in this section for when the warlord or members of the Ravenstrike family visited.

Captain Narran led them through into a large room on the top floor. Arya took a seat towards the back of the room. She was weary and longing for a hot meal and shot of rum. Hopefully this wouldn’t take too long. 

“Attention!” Narran barked suddenly.

Arya rose along with the rest of her shield and saluted sharply. A woman entered, moving briskly to stand at the head of the room. She was perhaps in her mid-thirties, and tiny, only reaching Arya’s shoulder. Light blond hair and sharp blue eyes framed a face that was a classic, cool beauty; features only enhanced by her assured presence. 

Laskin’s words about how tenuous Thiara Ravenstrike’s position was came back to Arya, and despite her weariness and grief, curiosity roused inside her. 

“Good evening, and please sit down.” The new warlord spoke crisply. She waited a moment as they took their seats, before continuing. “You are the last of the shields stationed at Icecliff I have met, and I understand that you’ve just returned from patrol so I won’t keep you long.” She paused. “Raider Kait, am I boring you so quickly?”Arya shifted in her seat, impressed. It seemed those eyes missed nothing, not to mention the warlord had learned the names of the shield. It had to have been an educated guess to pick which of the three female Raiders was Kait, but it had been the correct one. Kait stopped whispering to Charlin and straightened, turning red. “I’m sorry, Warlord.”

Thiara shifted her gaze to their captain. “Shield Captain Narran, I presume Commander Marik was able to give you a reason for missing his check-in?”

“Yes, Warlord. All is well at SheerRock. Something got into their bird coop and killed the birds.”

Thiara raised a single eyebrow. “All of them?” 

Arya felt a little leap of satisfaction. At least she wasn’t the only one who thought it odd.

“Yes. He requested delivery of new birds. I have already spoken with Commander Lerin, and his intention was to send a Raider down to Heathrock city first thing tomorrow to purchase new birds.”

Arya raised her hand. The warlord’s faded blue eyes turned to her instantly, sharp as knives. “Raider Arya, isn’t it?”

She stood, saluted. “Yes, Warlord.”

The warlord’s gaze rested on her a moment longer, unreadable, before she spoke. “What is it?”

“I find it strange that every bird was killed, yet all the other animals inside SheerRock Fort were left alone.”

Thiara Ravenstrike turned to Narran. “Does Commander Marik keep any other animals inside the fort that would be of interest to a fox, or a wolf?”

“No, Warlord. Just horses, some cows for milk, and a couple of goats.”

The warlord’s face tightened, impatience already settling in, so Arya spoke quickly, before she could be told to sit down. “Warlord, can I also point out that until new birds are purchased and delivered, Commander Marik has no way to contact anyone outside SheerRock Fort with any speed?”

“While that is true, I don’t see a good reason for concern,” the warlord said. The spark of satisfaction Arya had felt earlier died as quickly as it had come. “The circumstances of the attack make sense, and there has been no other threat to SheerRock Fort. We are at peace.” 

“Yes, Warlord.” Arya sat without another word.

Thiara turned back to Captain Narran. “Why do I only count nineteen Raiders in this room? Is your shield not at full strength?”

Arya shared a look with Laskin—another impressive pickup. Whatever else she was, their new warlord was sharp.

“One of my shield was killed by a Shadeweaver on our way to SheerRock, Warlord. These types of attacks occur frequently while Raiders are on patrol.”

Thiara Ravenstrike frowned. “I’ve been briefed on the losses you suffer while conducting patrols, and the numbers are far too high. I intend to do something about that.”

Arya flicked another glance at Laskin, who wore a little frown. He might have been right about the new warlord changing things up. She still didn’t understand why expending more effort on wiping out Shadeweavers bothered him, though.

“I’m glad to have met you all,” Warlord Ravenstrike finished. “I will remain at the fort for a few days so that I can gain a thorough understanding of how things work here. Thank you for your time this evening.”

“Attention!” Narran called.

They rose as one and saluted, holding until the warlord had swept from the room.

“Dismissed,” Narran told them then. “Get yourselves to the mess for a hot meal. Tomorrow you’re all off duty. I’ll see you the morning after for drill.”

“She’s no different than any of them,” Charlin muttered as they walked out. “Remote and high and mighty. Doesn’t matter whether she’s a woman or a man.”

“I bet that’ll be the last time we ever see her up here too,” Kait noted.

Arya wasn’t sure how she felt about the new warlord, or how much she cared. Thiara Ravenstrike was clever, certainly, but when it came down to it, Arya doubted that anything at Icecliff would substantially change because of her.

Besides, Kait was right. The warlord would be gone soon, and Arya was unlikely to ever see her again.

Arya spent her day off braving the cold to practice in the archery range. It ate at her that she’d missed the Shadeweaver killer on both her shots. The taunting expression on his face was seared into her memory. She held that look fixed in her mind as she loosed arrow after arrow into the targets, pushing through the burn of tired muscles and sore fingers. 

That night, they held the farewell ceremony for Torsen, and all Raiders not on duty filed into the mess to raise a mug of ale in his honour while each took turns speaking aloud what they’d miss most about him.

She woke with a sore head the following day and had to run to make drill on time. It was barely light outside, and an icy flurry of snow whipped up, dusting the grey stone at Arya’s feet with white. 

She joined the warmup laps of the drill yard, and soon she was covered in a layer of sweat, the skin of her cheeks and nose numb from cold, but everything else too warm. The run was quieter than usual today, Torsen’s absence starkly obvious—he’d hated running and always lagged at the back, subject to a constant stream of good-natured ribbing.

“Enough!” Narran called a halt. “Grab a training sword and form partners for sparring. Quickly, now! It’s so cold out here that if we stop for too long the sweat will freeze on our skin.”

“Hell no.” Charlin shook his curly head when Arya approached him. “I’m not sparring with you when you have that black look on your face. I don’t fancy being beaten to a pulp this morning.”

Laskin’s voice cut in. “Not afraid of a girl, are you, Charlin?” 

“Don’t give me that bullshit,” Charlin barked. “Girls are just as good as boys, no matter what the other armies in Dunidaen tell you. I’d take Arya at my back over you any day. I’m just not offering myself up to her for a beating.”

With that he strode off, calling for Taze to join him. The youngest Raider in their shield nodded equably, and they squared off in the yard.

Laskin unsuccessfully tried to hide his grin of amusement “Don’t worry, Arya, I’m not afraid of you.” 

She scowled.

“I said quickly.” Narran’s voice cut across their chatter. “Not tomorrow!”

Narran disappeared halfway into the session, leaving them to spar for longer than usual, but Arya didn’t mind. The physical exertion helped work off more of her anger and grief. Soon she felt better than she had since leaving on patrol, although Laskin was wincing from the new bruises scattered around his body. 

“Eyes up!” Captain Narran shouted as she reappeared in the yard, bringing them to a halt. Seamlessly, they turned to face her and stood straight, training swords loose at their sides.

“The new birds for SheerRock have arrived, and we’ve been tasked with delivering them,” Narran said. “Once that’s done, we’re to undertake a routine patrol of the Wraith Forest and clear out any lurking Shadeweavers from the area where Torsen was killed. Gather your weapons and be at the main gates as soon as possible.”

“Why us?” Charlin asked. “We just got back from patrol, plus we’re a man down.”

“Orders are orders. Get to it.”

Grumbling broke out as the shield put their training swords away and headed to the armoury. Nobody wanted to be away from the shelter of Icecliff so soon after returning from patrol, and with winter approaching. Arya was more sanguine about it. Maybe, despite the time that had passed, they’d be able to find enough traces of Torsen’s killer to track him down. At the least they’d be able to bring his body back for a proper burial.

In the armoury, she tugged on her thick, fur-lined Raider cloak and buttoned the cowl around her neck. Once that was done, she buckled her sword at her hip and grabbed two quivers of arrows from the nearby stacks. She slid a knife into her belt and reached for her bow, then followed the others outside.

Having already cooled down from sparring, Arya immediately felt the bite of icy air as she exited the armoury. The other members of her shield walked out to their horses, hugging themselves and shivering with cold, faces hidden as deep inside their cowls as they could get. 

“Hurry up,” Narran snapped. “I know it’s cold, there’s no need to make a big song and dance about it for my benefit.”

It wasn’t long before the shield was mounted and ready. Those riding in the middle of the column carried six new messenger birds, securely stored in two cages, properly padded and protected against the cold.

Arya glanced up, catching sight of their new warlord watching from a higher walkway. Despite her warlord’s features being obscured by her winter layers, Arya fancied that the woman’s penetrating gaze was focused entirely on her. She almost lifted her hand in a wave, before realising how silly that was.

The bells rang to signal the opening of the gate, drawing Arya sharply from her thoughts. She tore her gaze from the warlord and stared ahead, preparing herself for the focus that was required the moment they left the safety of the walls.

The gates slowly opened, Narran called the order, and they were off.

Warlord Thiara Ravenstrike became a distant memory.








  
  

Chapter 4
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The weather remained clear for the first day of the journey to SheerRock, but not long after they set out on the second morning, a strong wind whipped up, bringing with it icy snowflakes that pelted the shield as they rode. 

Narran had taken one of the outrider positions, and when visibility began dropping, Arya cast a worried glance at the sky. That knowing instinct tugged at her. When she glanced down the column, the driving snow was already obscuring those at the back from view. She turned to Taze and Kait, riding behind her and Laskin. “Let’s slow the pace a bit. I don’t like how the light is fading, and I’d prefer to stay in visual contact.” 

Kait passed the directive down the column and soon the shield was bunched together nicely. Arya’s shoulders relaxed.

“We should start looking for shelter,” Laskin said. “We won’t survive a proper storm out in the open, and that’s where this weather is heading.”

Arya nodded agreement. “We’d be better off pushing the pace and making for SheerRock. Captain Narran knows what an oncoming storm looks like as well as we do. She’ll be back soon to give the order.”

As if on cue, two faint whistles sounded over the stiffening wind—the outriders checking in. Arya whistled back the all-clear, then glanced uneasily at the sky again. The shield was quiet, each Raider huddled into their cloaks and cowls to conserve what heat they could. None of those layers would save them if they ended up exposed in the middle of a blizzard.

The path they were on narrowed where it cut between two thickly forested mountain slopes, the light dimming from the thick canopy overhead. Essentially a chokepoint, this section of the trail had been a Shadeweaver ambush point in the past, so all were on high alert. Hoofprints in the snow showed Narran and the outriders had already gone through.

With a burst of extra caution, Arya let out two sharp whistles, wanting to be sure their outriders hadn’t run into trouble passing through the narrow trail.

The wind cut the sounds into shreds, and they all listened hard for a response. Initially, Arya thought nothing of the rustling branches above her, given the blowy weather. But her trained wariness had her glancing up anyway, and when she did, her breath froze in her throat. 

“ATTACK!” she screamed, reaching for her sword.

Before the word had left her mouth, a writhing, hissing creature dropped towards her. Arya managed to get her sword clear of its sheath before it hit her, but the blade cut uselessly through what seemed like insubstantial smoke, doing no damage. A line of fire opened up on her right bicep as something sharp—claws?—raked down her arm. 

What the—

Another hiss sounded so close to her ear that fear rippled down her spine. Claws swiped perilously close to her face. She jerked backwards to avoid them, and then Laskin was there, leaning over to bury his dagger right through one of the thing’s two red eyes. It screeched in agony, and Arya winced as the high-pitched sound tore through her ears. Then it exploded in a puff of inky ash.

“Thanks,” she managed breathlessly. “What the hell are these—watch it!” Another creature swooped into sight, claws raking at Laskin’s exposed face this time. He ducked violently to the side, almost falling out of the saddle. Arya made another lunge with her sword, and it was enough to drive the thing away from Laskin until he recovered his seat.

A sword was too unwieldy in such tight quarters.

She had a single instant for that thought before she was jerking to the side to avoid a slashing swipe from another creature’s claws. In the same breath, she sheathed her sword with her right hand and drew her dagger with the left. Straightening, she drove the smaller blade into the thing’s eye and this time felt pressure and a pop under her strike—akin to driving a knife into a grape or overripe berry. The eyes and claws seemed to be the only substantial parts of the creature. It died with another loud screech and exploded into ash that coated her face and went into her mouth. She spat out its foul taste, stomach heaving.

Into the echoes of the creature’s death scream came other shouts; cries of pain and fear, mixed inextricably with piercing hisses and shrieks. Momentarily clear, Arya glanced over to make sure Laskin was managing before pressing her calves into her terrified mare’s side and pushing her into a jerky canter down the column. She rode hunched over, swiping at what seemed like a cloud of hissing shadows determined to feast on any patch of bared skin.

“Keep together!” she shouted. If the shield scattered in panic, they’d be picked off one by one. “Stay on the trail! Use your daggers and aim for the eyes. Aim for the eyes!”

At the rear of the column, Arya turned her mare with a quick press of her calf and leaned over to slash at a creature clinging to Taze’s left side while he tried to fight off a second that curled around his head. Its wraithlike form was almost entirely blinding him, and even though he clawed desperately at it, his fingers slid through insubstantial shadow. Blood dripped down his neck, splattering on his jerkin. It took her two tries, but Arya eventually skewered the creature through the eyes. More ash exploded on a deafening scream. 

Freed from distraction, Taze was able to kill the one attempting to claw through his jerkin layers. “What are these things?” he demanded, breathing heavily. 

“Use your dagger, go for the eyes, and stay together,” she shouted, kicking her horse forward.

The fighting was fiercest in the middle of the column, where the creatures had centred their attack. Two Raiders lay prone on the ground. Their horses had bolted. Allicen was hanging half out of her saddle, blood saturating the sleeve of her Raider jerkin and slicking her hand. Every time she tried to straighten up, a creature swooped at her.

It was impossible to count the exact number of the things, but it seemed like they were everywhere. The shield was struggling to regain the upper hand. They were seconds away from being overwhelmed—that was if they didn’t lose control of the horses first.

Arya swiped at another swooping creature, desperately trying to think of … a flash of an idea came to her.

“Taze, Laskin, can you cover me?” she called out. “Bring the column in close so they can’t pick us off at the ends.”

Both Raiders hefted their daggers and manoeuvred their horses closer, simultaneously trying to watch the treetops in case one tried to drop on her and keep the things lunging at them at bay. “Whatever you’re doing, hurry up,” Laskin bellowed. 

Arya hastily sheathed her dagger and reached out to snap off a tree branch hanging over the trail. Then, fingers fumbling with urgency, she pulled the flint from a pouch at her waist, wrapped together with a small vial of Khadini oil. After dousing the end of the branch in drops of the oil, she sparked the flint and flames roared into life, so blisteringly hot she could feel the burn through her gloves.

She waited a few seconds to ensure the makeshift brand was burning steadily, then stood up in her stirrups and swept it through the densest clump of creatures, shouting a warning at the same time. “Get clear! Khadini flame!”

It worked even better than Arya could have hoped. Raiders dropped from the saddle and dragged their horses clear while the wraith creatures screamed in unison. The fire spread rapidly through the pack, the flames catching unbelievably easily to their insubstantial forms. For a moment they were a seething mass of burning darkness, then as one, those that hadn’t caught fire fled back into the shadows between the trees. The rest drifted to the ground as ashes. Flames rippled along the ground before burning out.

Arya stared, chest heaving, arm throbbing, thrown by the sudden silence.

The shield froze too, uncertain as to whether the creatures would resume their attack. 

“Wattin, you’d better get over here,” Allicen’s voice cut into the silence, calling for the shield’s healer, ignoring her savaged arm. “Jime and Etan are down.”

It wasn’t just them. A quick sweep of the column showed almost every Raider bleeding from somewhere. And those things could come back at any moment. Arya thought quickly, “Everyone who can still fight keep your eyes peeled and daggers out,” she ordered. “Form a protective circle around the injured so Wattin can work.”

They hurried to follow her orders while Wattin knelt by the fallen, rapidly unpacking his saddleback of supplies. It wasn’t until Arya was comfortable that they were in a solid defensive position that she belatedly realised that Captain Narran and the outriders hadn’t returned at the sounds of fighting. 

“Quiet!” she called, then whistled as loud as she could—the two short, sharp, whistles that requested an echoing whistle to acknowledge and report location.

Silence came back.

Arya tried again, the mood of her shield turning grim and fearful as silence reigned. She swore under her breath, then glanced at Wattin frantically working on the injured. They couldn’t stay here. Those things might return, not to mention the oncoming storm. Her gaze sought out Laskin. “What in raven’s balls were those things?”

“Wraiths, I think,” he said grimly, tightening his reins as his horse scented the ashes and promptly tried to bolt.

Arya’s gaze shot to him. “What?” 

“The only way to kill them is to stab them through the eyes,” he spoke quickly, loud enough for the shield to hear. “Their claws are razor sharp, and they’ll kill a person by inflicting a hundred wounds until they bleed to death. Attacking their bodies is useless. They’re completely insubstantial apart from the eyes and claws. They survive on blood. Their bodies absorb it somehow.”

“Do you think Arya got them all with that fire?” Charlin asked, looking all around as if a wraith could jump out at him at any second.

“More like scared them off, I think,” Laskin said.

Arya tossed her still-burning brand to Laskin and dismounted to join Wattin where he knelt by Etan. “How are you doing?”

“Jime’s gone,” Wattin said, jaw clenched. “Etan is badly hurt but I can probably stabilise him. We’re going to have to stop the bleeding in Allicen’s arm too. She’s pretending she’s fine, but it looks to me like one of the gashes might have nicked a vein.”

“Allicen!” Arya snapped. “Dismount and get over here.” As soon as the Raider moved, gingerly sliding from the saddle, Arya turned her attention back to Wattin. “What can I do to help?” she tried to keep the urgency from her tone. “We can’t linger much longer.”

“We need to get them somewhere warm and dry, and where we can boil water to clean the deeper gashes before stitching them. Otherwise what I do here won’t matter.” He briefly looked up and around. “Can you make sure nobody else has wounds deep enough to worry about blood loss?”

Arya clapped him on the back. She trusted Wattin and his steady competence implicitly. “Do what you can. I’ll figure out the rest.” She stood and faced the shield, speaking loud and firm. “As soon as Wattin has stabilised Etan and Allicen, we move. Those creatures could be back at any minute, and that storm is still blowing in.” Even as she spoke, another icy gust blew along the trail, bringing more snow.

“You’re taking command?” Kait looked uncertain. Her face was deathly pale as she watched Wattin buckle his belt around Allicen’s upper arm in place of a tourniquet.

Arya looked at Laskin, willing to defer to him and his experience and knowledge. But he gave her a little smile and looked at the shield. “Damn right she is,” Laskin bellowed. “Someone needs to take command, and there’s no time to sit around arguing over who that will be!”

His support and trust in her warmed her, giving her the surge of energy she needed to push past weariness and fear and focus her determination on achieving a single goal—she was going to get them all to safety, no matter what. “First, if anyone has a wound deeper than a finger’s width, or you’re losing blood at more than a trickle, put your hand up now.”

Those with shallower gashes had already been strapping the bandaging from their packs around wounds, and as Arya met their gazes, one by one, they all gave her a reassuring nod.

“Right, we’re going to make for SheerRock. It’s the closest shelter and we need their healing supplies. Kait, Taze, get over here and help Wattin settle Etan and Allicen on your horses. Your job is to keep them safe and stable while we ride. Everyone else, you watch their backs. Any questions?”

“Should we look for Captain Narran and the others?” Charlin asked.

“No,” she said regretfully. “If they’re alive, they’re out of whistle range. We can’t afford to waste the time it would take to go looking for them, and I don’t want to split our strength in case those things attack again.”

Forestalling further objections, Arya swung herself back into the saddle and reined her mare around to address the shield. “We ride together, and as fast as the horses can go in this terrain. Laskin, you take point. Let’s go!”

The storm hit while they were still on the trail.

The light vanished almost entirely, until Arya had to shout instructions for the shield to bunch even more closely together. A screaming wind whipped falling snow into blizzard conditions, reducing visibility until she couldn’t see more than a metre or so ahead of her. 

Laskin was half out of his saddle in an effort to keep the trail visible beneath his horse’s hooves; if they diverged off into the mountains and got lost, it would be a death sentence.

Numerous times, they attempted to light a brand to illuminate the way, but each time the icy wind blew it out. Raiders shivered violently as wind and snow cut through their jerkins and cloaks. She couldn’t imagine how Etan and Allicen were coping. 

The best she could do was ride up and down the column, ensuring nobody got separated, shouting words of encouragement to keep them going. It was exhausting, her voice turning hoarse and sore, but she persisted, determined to see them safe.

As they left the forest and began to pick their way up towards SheerRock, the wind grew wilder, tearing at their cloaks and cowls, and the horses’ pace slowed on the incline. The air was so cold that it burned a path down into Arya’s lungs, making her feel as if she were being turned into an ice statue from the inside out. Snow drove into her face and eyes and every bit of the exposed skin on her face had turned numb. She’d lost feeling in her fingertips and toes.

The walls of the fort appeared out of the storm, so abruptly Laskin almost rode straight into the gates. He rang the bell vigorously, but the sound was torn to shreds by the whistling wind of the blizzard. 

The gates remained firmly shut.

Arya swore, gaze scanning the battlements above, looking for a guard to get their attention. They needed to get out of this weather fast. But she couldn’t even see the tops of the walls clearly—any torchlight had probably been blown out—and that meant the guards probably couldn’t see them either.

She slid out of the saddle, almost falling as cold-stiffened limbs refused to cooperate. “Keep ringing the bell!” she shouted hoarsely to Laskin. “Hopefully someone will hear it.”

She slugged through the deep snow until she reached the base of the fort’s wall. Once there, she stared up at it towering over her, trying to think clearly despite the fierce cold sapping her strength and will. She just wanted to sit down and rest.

Her shield. She had to get her shield out of this.

Arya staggered back to her horse, pulled the rope from her saddlebag, fashioned a loop at one end, then hurled it up towards the top of the gates, where spikes punched high into the air. Her first throw wasn’t nearly strong enough, and the wind tossed the rope aside so it fell back at her feet.

Exhausted, sobbing with the effort, she picked it up and threw with every shred of strength she had left. A gust swept over them at the same moment, carrying the rope higher, so that the loop dropped over one of the spikes.

Arya tugged at the rope, slumping in relief when it caught firmly. She looked over at Laskin. “I’ll be as quick as I can.”

He nodded and turned his horse, the words he shouted at the shield torn apart by the wind. 

It was a nightmare climb. Her natural agility and balance did no more than keep her from falling as relentless gusts of wind tore at her with every inch she climbed, and her arms and fingers were so stiff with cold she could barely move them enough to grip the rope and pull herself up. Every inch of progress was a fierce battle against the storm and her fading strength.

She was only halfway up when her frozen fingers didn’t grip the rope properly and she slid down several metres before she could re-establish her hold. Her arms burned in agony and it was all she could do to simply hang there. At that moment, a particularly strong gust wrapped around her, pulling at her.

Arya gritted her teeth, expression set in a snarl. She was not going to let this storm beat her.

She took a breath, reached up with her right hand, forced her fingers to close around the rope, then dragged herself up. Then she did it again, breath rasping, agony with every pull. It was clumsy, brutal, but she got to the top. Manoeuvring around the spikes was almost harder than the climb, but eventually she was sliding down the rope into the snow on the other side of the gates. 

Staggering on wobbly legs, she made for the gatehouse. The interior was dark and empty, and she cursed Commander Marik for not keeping it manned, even in a storm like this. Operating the winch was nearly beyond her—and in the end, she could only manage three turns of the wheel, enough for a narrow opening.

It was enough. Raiders immediately began filing through one by one. Wattin was first, leading those carrying the injured Raiders.

“The gatehouse is empty,” she shouted over the wind. And visibility was so low she couldn’t even see the other buildings of the fort. Her mind blanked then, cold and exhaustion finally having its way with her.

“Stables,” Wattin shouted back. “The horses need to get out of the weather to survive as much as we do, and it’s the closest shelter.”

She nodded, forcing her groggy thoughts in order. It was a good idea; the stables for visiting patrols were located right by the entry gates for convenience. “Lead them there.” 

While Wattin led the Raiders the short distance to the stables, Arya waited, slumped wearily against the winch, to make sure everyone made it through the gates. Laskin and Charlin were last, and Laskin brought her mare with him. Once through, he dismounted and slogged through the snow to help her with the winch.

The gates closed quickly with his help, and then the two of them led their horses after the others. The stable door stood open, welcome flamelight beckoning through the darkness. Kait was busy lighting lamps throughout the main barn when Arya and Laskin stumbled in. 

Laskin took the reins from Arya’s frozen hands. “Here, let me take her.” 

“Thanks,” she said gratefully, turning her attention to the space. Everything in her wanted to curl up on the straw and sleep, but she couldn’t. Her shield was her responsibility now. So she let herself take a few steadying breaths, then forced her thoughts into order.

Wattin had lain Allicen and Etan out in one of the empty stalls and organised someone else to gather spare horse blankets while Taze started a fire to boil water. The rest of the shield were unsaddling the horses in spare stalls and getting them rubbed down and settled. Relief slumped Arya’s shoulders as she did a headcount and ascertained they’d all made it inside. She couldn’t rest yet though.

“How are they?” she asked Wattin. He kneeled beside Etan, his healing pack open beside him, preparing a needle and sutures. Bandaging was packed tightly into the gash across Etan’s abdomen, keeping the bleeding to a trickle.

“As soon as the water is boiled, I’ll clean out both their wounds properly then stitch them up. I’m doing my best to get their body temperature up with these blankets,” he replied, pausing in his stitching to look at her. “Hypothermia helped slow their bleeding and probably kept them alive, but now we need to raise their core temperature. A hot drink should help?”

“Consider it done.” Arya stood, heading for the fire that Taze had successfully gotten going in the middle of the open space between rows of stalls. Having a fire in a barn was dangerous, but necessary. 

“How’s that neck?” she asked him. With clear olive skin, dark eyes, and a skinny frame that drowned in his uniform layers, her youngest Raider seemed more boy than man, even with his black hair cut Raider short. The two deep scratches on his neck looked angry and painful, yet he’d kept his cool impressively during the fight. She wondered if that was because he was a Nameless too, and knew that things could always get worse, so it didn’t pay to panic.

“The cuts are shallow. No treatment necessary,” he assured her.

“At least clean them out with some fresh snow,” she said, “and bring in a bucket of the stuff while you’re at it so we can keep boiling more water. Wattin says Etan and Allicen need a hot drink once the wounds are cleaned out.”

The storm gusted wildly outside, rattling the walls and doors, but inside it was growing noticeably warmer. Arya stripped off her gloves and rubbed her icy hands to restore the feeling in them, wincing at the sharp pins and needles that resulted. Charlin appeared with a blanket, and she took it with thanks, taking off her snow-soaked cowl and cloak and wrapping the blanket around her shoulders. She felt better now, the weariness something she could ignore until she was able to rest.

Laskin appeared at her side. “The horses are resting comfortably. I don’t think any are in danger of illness or injury.”

That sounded like good news, but …

“What is it?” she asked, noting his hesitation.

His voice lowered. “None of the birds survived. They were lost back at the attack sight.”

A little tremor of unease rippled down her spine. “You think that was deliberate?”

“Impossible to tell. In one way, it’s not surprising wraiths killed defenceless birds in the middle of a frantic fight. But…”

“Yeah. It doesn’t feel good.” She sighed, then ran her gaze over the shield. These were hardy men and women, accustomed to the harsh reality of life at a border fort, but they’d lost another shield-mate and two others were missing in the middle of a life-threatening storm. Not to mention how exhausted they had to be after fighting off vicious creatures they’d never encountered before. She didn’t miss the sunken shoulders, the lack of energy in the air, the way their eyes kept flicking fearfully towards the door.

Arya clapped her hands, loud enough to catch everyone’s attention. Once they were all looking her way, she spoke, keeping her voice brisk and confident. “We’re going to sit tight in here and wait out the storm. It’s been a shitty day, and we’ll mourn Jime properly, but the way you all fought earlier makes me proud to be part of this shield. Now, we’re safe for the moment, so it’s time to bunker down and get some rest.”

The Raiders gratefully dug out their blankets and curled up around the fire. As soon as Wattin got a mug of hot willow bark tea into Allicen and Etan, colour returned to their skin, and some of the pain in their jagged expressions eased. 

“Thanks for getting us out of the storm, Arya,” Etan said, his teeth still chattering a little. “You saved our lives.”

She grinned. “I can’t let you die, or else who’s going to watch my back? Wattin, you need to get some rest too.”

“I want to look at that wound on your arm first,” he said pointedly.

“It’s fine,” she said with a wave.

“Your sleeve is caked with dried blood, Arya. I’m not resting until I look at it, so if you want me to rest…”

Arya capitulated with a sigh. “Go on then. Do your worst.”

“Laskin, you said those things earlier were wraiths?” Taze asked while Wattin worked on cleaning and stitching Arya’s arm by the light of the fire. At his question, most of the others shifted, opening their eyes. It didn’t seem like any of them had been able to fall asleep. 

“I’m pretty sure,” Laskin said, waving a hand to forestall all the questions about to spill out. “My father was a Raider back in the day, stationed at SheerRock for a time. He told stories about them. Before the border closure, they were a real problem—slipping over from Andahar and feasting on livestock and Raiders alike.” Laskin paused, looking like he was digging for what else he could remember. “He said you couldn’t hear them coming if they didn’t want you to, but despite the tales about them, they can’t just appear out of thin air, either. While mostly incorporeal, they move through space. Fast, though, very fast.”

“So they’re from Andahar? You don’t think that—” Charlin asked, but Arya cut him off.

“Let’s concentrate on getting some rest. At first light we rouse the fort and Commander Marik can send a few shields after the surviving wraiths. I’m pretty sure my flame got most of them.” She wanted them to focus on the present, not uneasy possibilities.

“What about the captain and Giana?” Kait asked after the missing outriders, her voice reflecting the worry on all their faces. 

“We’ll go in search of them first thing when it’s safe.” The chances of any them still being alive if they hadn’t found shelter were minimal, but they were trained Raiders and they knew how to find or build a makeshift shelter. 

It wasn’t a lost cause, not yet.

But as the Raiders settled, closing their eyes again, Arya’s thoughts lingered on the question she hadn’t let Charlin finish asking. Creatures from Andahar attacking a Raider patrol when none had been seen in over fifty years and the border was supposedly closed? Worse, that was twice now that SheerRock’s messenger birds had been killed.

Someone didn’t want this fort to be able to communicate with the outside world with any speed. Arya was sure of it now. And SheerRock stood watch over the underground road.

After all these years, was Andahar stirring?








  
  

Chapter 5
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Arya woke groggily as someone shook her shoulder, eyes reluctantly blinking open to see Taze crouched beside her. “Something wrong?” she mumbled. 

“You asked us to wake you when the weather calmed.” 

She yawned and sat up, wincing as she knocked her bandaged arm against her knee. The blanket fell from her shoulders, and cold air immediately drifted in, making her shiver. Taze had been on last watch, she recalled. “Has day broken?”

“About a half hour ago, I think, maybe less. It’s hard to tell; the storm only just blew itself out.”

She heard only a blustery breeze rattling at the doors of the barn. The screaming winds of the night before had gone, and a watery light filtered through the windows high in the walls. 

Taze continued, “I haven’t heard anyone moving about outside, although I would have thought one of the shields here would be saddling up for a patrol after that storm. They probably still need to dig through the snow drifts.”

Yawning again, Arya rose to her feet and stretched out cramped muscles, swearing when the gash on her right arm made itself known once again. “Get everyone awake and tacking up the horses. I’ll go and report to Commander Marik, but as soon as that’s done, I want to ride out to look for Captain Narran and Giana.”

Concern shadowed Taze’s dark eyes. “Do you think they’re still alive?” 

“If they are, we’ll find them,” she promised.

He rose to his feet. “Thanks, Arya.”

“Laskin?” Arya called him over while buckling on her weapons’ belt and shrugging on her partially dried cloak. “Come with me to visit the commander?” An older Raider would probably get a quicker reception by a fort commander, much as it galled her.

He nodded and grabbed his cloak too. “How’s that arm?”

“Fine. I’ll have some nice new scars soon.” She buttoned her cowl around her neck. “Let’s go.”

Laskin slid the door aside and they emerged into the fort’s entrance yard, blinking at the brightness of the white snow under a clear morning sky. The ground was layered inches deep in the stuff, its surface completely unmarked. 

Arya frowned. “I can’t believe nobody has been sent out to man the gatehouse yet.”

“It shouldn’t have been empty last night either,” Laskin said. 

“Not even a magic-wielding Shadeweaver would have been able to mount an attack in last night’s storm. Better to keep everyone safe inside.” Arya set off, making slow progress as her boots sank deep into the snow.

Laskin stepped in her tracks, and when she turned to glare at him, he gave her an innocent look. “We old men have to conserve our energy.”

She snorted. Eventually, they reached the double entrance doors and Arya banged her gloved fist on the wood a few times, then stepped back to wait. When nobody answered, Laskin tried the same thing, only harder. 

Silence.

“You’re kidding me?” Arya said in disgust. “They’d better not all be asleep in there.”

Laskin looked neither amused nor disgusted.

“What?” she asked.

He ignored her, stomping back down the steps so he could walk along the building until reaching a window. There, he scraped away the frost that had collected on the glass and peered inside. “I can’t see anyone,” he called out.

“What do you mean, you can’t see anyone?” She walked over to join him, staring just as uselessly through the window. The hallway inside was empty. “There should be some movement in there. It’s breakfast time. No Raider misses mealtime.”

Laskin’s expression was grim. “Exactly.”

The first stirrings of alarm began seeping through her. Sharing a look, she and Laskin headed around the side of the building towards the kitchen entrance, their progress more urgent now.

Here, too, the snow was unmarked. Nobody had been outside since the snow had stopped falling. 

Yet the kitchen entrance stood ajar.

Arya drew her sword, using the tip of it to push the door open wider. It creaked, the sound rippling loudly in the still morning air. When nothing moved, Arya took a step inside, sword ready, Laskin a step behind her. “Hello?” she called out.

The kitchens were empty. A congealed pot of stew perched on an unlit cookfire, while a half-sliced loaf of bread sat on the central table. Flour scattered one bench, with a rolling pin lying in the midst of it. Snow had blown in through the open doorway.

“Kitchen staff would never leave such a mess before retiring for the night,” Laskin murmured. “And there should be multiple cookfires lit with breakfast preparations in full swing.”

“So where the hell are they?” The ominous feeling in the pit of Arya’s stomach intensified. Something was very, very, wrong. She looked around, then pointed to the internal door leading into the fort. “You search here and the storage cellars. I’ll take a look through there, see if I can find someone.”

He nodded. “Stay within shouting distance.”

Sword held ready, Arya stepped into the main corridor leading off the kitchens. It, too, was empty, with a deserted air about it. The skin on the back of her neck prickled, and she slowed her pace. It was only a short distance down to the mess. The doors stood open, the large rectangular space inside just as empty as the kitchen had been.

Arya stood staring at the rows and rows of empty tables and benches. They were tidy, table surfaces clear of plates and cutlery, which meant dinner the previous night had been cleaned away. So wherever everyone had gone, they’d done it sometime overnight.

They hadn’t gone out the gates, because those had been winched shut when Arya’s shield had arrived, and even with the sounds of the storm they’d surely have heard the squealing of the winch from the stables so close by. Not to mention nobody in their right mind would have ventured into that storm.

She took a long, steadying breath. Which meant—

“Arya!”

Laskin’s shout made her jump, heart almost thudding out of her chest. She swore, loudly and profusely. Leaving the empty mess behind, she jogged back down the hall to the kitchens. He wasn’t there, so she walked through and found him at the top of the steps leading down into the storage cellars. “What is it? You damn near gave me a heart attack.” 

He pointed wordlessly. Arya looked down and froze. Two servants lay sprawled brokenly at the bottom of the stairs. Dried blood covered their clothes and skin and splattered the walls and floor around them, making it hard to tell what they’d died from. Arya’s stomach turned.

“I had a good look,” Laskin said. His dark skin was pale, and there was a look in his eyes she’d never seen before. Shock. “They’re all down there, I think, all the kitchen staff. Cooks, servers, everyone. All dead.”

“Raven’s balls,” Arya cursed weakly. She’d seen death before, but this … she was glad she hadn’t yet eaten anything that morning. “What did this?”

“They’re pretty torn up.” He swallowed. “But the pools of blood that should be under the bodies with wounds like that …”

He trailed off, and she looked—no pools of blood. He’d said wraiths fed off blood. Something crawled up the back of Arya’s neck, and she spun, expecting an enemy to be sneaking up behind them, but the kitchen remained empty, deserted. “The mess was empty, but someone cleaned up after dinner last night. Where the bleeding balls are the Raiders stationed here?”

“I’m starting to think we might not want to know the answer to that,” Laskin said.

She nodded slowly. “If they all had dinner as usual, then the next place they would have gone … check the barracks first?”

Laskin led the way back out of the kitchens. They tramped through the snow, leaving a line of prints between the main building and the barracks. The front doors were closed, but not locked, yielding easily to Laskin’s gloved hand.

Arya’s dread grew as they moved inside, tightening in her chest like a steadily closing vice. She already knew what they were going to find and part of her just wanted to turn and run away and never look back.

Laskin stopped at the threshold of the first dormitory they came to, expelling a long, expletive-laden breath. Arya forced herself to step up beside him.

The Raiders lay prone on their bunks, killed the same way as the kitchen staff. Blood dried on wounds all over their bodies, but again, there was none pooling around the corpses. Most of them would be unrecognisable, she thought, even to those that had known them well.

“We have to check them all.” Her voice came out flat, empty, but her heart was beating too fast in her chest.

Laskin didn’t say anything, but he turned to follow her. His hand was curled so tightly around the hilt of his sword she could hear the leather of his gloves creaking.

A faint trembling set into her muscles as they walked through room after room of dead Raiders. A handful had fallen in the doorways or corridors—maybe they’d been awake and on their way to the privy at the time of the attack. 

Five shields, one hundred Raiders, all dead in their barracks.

The rasp of their breathing was too loud in the silent hallways as they finished checking every dormitory room and returned the way they’d come, not speaking until they were back out in the snow before the barracks. 

Arya swallowed, took a deep breath, let the icy air on her skin shock her senses back into some kind of calm. But she remained trembling inside, sick with what she’d just seen. “Wraiths?” she asked aloud.

“That would be my guess,” Laskin’s voice was distant, and he was squinting up into the sky. “I think the weather is closing in again.”

Arya’s head snapped up, and her stomach sank at the sight of heavy grey clouds drifting in from the north. “It can’t. We have to get out of here. What if whatever killed everyone comes back, or is still here?”

Laskin started at her words, as if he hadn’t even thought of that, and he turned in a circle, searching their surroundings intently. As he did so, a light snow began falling. A breeze kicked up along with it, sending snowflakes whirling around her head.

Fear thrilled in her stomach, combining with the still-there nausea to threaten expelling her empty stomach contents into the pristine snow. She swallowed, tried once again for calm. “How close do you think it is?”

Laskin squinted up at the sky again. “No more than an hour away is my guess.” 

“Shit, shit, shit.” Not long enough to ride clear of it and make a stab at getting back to Icecliff, not without risking all their lives. “Come on, let’s get back inside. We’re vulnerable out here alone.”

“You’ll get no argument from me.”

Struggling against the strengthening wind and deep snow, they trudged back to the stables. Arya knocked and slid open the door, waving Laskin in before entering and closing it behind her.

The rest of the shield immediately gathered, fidgety and shuffling. They’d clearly noticed something was up. It was Charlin who spoke first. “What did Commander Marik say? And where is everyone? Nobody has come to the stables, or to man the gates, since you left. There are no Raiders up on the walls either.”

Arya looked at Laskin. He shook his head and made a gesture as if to say, No thanks, you can be the one to tell them what we found. She scowled at him.

“What is it?” Wattin asked, no fool.

Shit. Arya turned away from Laskin and addressed the group. “There’s no easy way to say this. The Raiders and servants in the fort have been killed. The deaths were … brutal. There’s not enough blood to marry up with the wounds we saw, so it’s looking like wraiths were responsible.”

There was a long silence, fifteen men and women staring at her as they processed what she’d said, clearly hoping she was making some kind of morbid joke. And when it became clear she wasn’t, the fear that began creeping through the room was palpable in its intensity.

“Every Raider in this fort is dead?” Kait clarified, face white.

“Yes.”

Panic threatened. She could see it in their frozen stances and widened eyes. And if it caught hold, and those wraiths came back again, they’d be lost. She glanced sideways at Laskin, but he gave a little shrug.

She had to give them a plan. A sense of control. Something to do that would make them feel safer. Arya’s thoughts raced, fighting to put aside her own fear. Small steps. They were trained soldiers, experienced in battle, even if they hadn’t faced this particular adversary before.

She forced herself to sound brisk and confident. “Another storm is closing in, so we’ll hunker down here until it passes. Kait, Charlin, you’ll take watch at the back entrance. Taze, Wattin, you two are on guard on the front. Everyone else, split into pairs and start boarding up all the windows. Wraiths can’t get in if we don’t leave them any space to do so.” Or at least, she hoped they couldn’t. Laskin didn’t speak up, so she assumed he didn’t know any different.

“Should a couple of us go out to look for Captain Narran and Giana before the storm closes in?” Taze asked. “I’m willing to volunteer.” 

Arya hesitated. It was a courageous offer, and part of her desperately wanted to accept it. If her shield-mate and captain were somehow still alive out there, it made her sick to her stomach to leave them to another storm and possibly wraiths. But that would mean risking more of their lives, and she wasn’t confident it was worth it. She shook her head. “No. After what Laskin and I just saw, I don’t want Raiders riding alone outside these walls. We stick together.”

They looked at each other, the impending panic not entirely dispelled, even with a clear set of instructions.

But then Laskin clapped his hands loudly, startling them into focus. “You heard Arya, get moving. We’ll scavenge wood from the unused stable doors, and there are nails and hammers in the storeroom where Charlin found the blankets last night.”

They did begin moving then, and Arya sent Laskin a grateful look. Charlin called out as he was halfway towards the storeroom. “Arya, should we stockpile some planks close to hand we could use as brands? Your torch worked pretty well to repel the wraiths yesterday.”

“Good idea,” Arya said. “We don’t want to be wielding open flame in here unless we’re forced into it, but it would be good to have a failsafe.”

“Do you think it will be enough?” Laskin asked her in an undertone.

She watched her shield-mates busy themselves with her orders, the fear in the room fading now they had something to focus on. She reached out, clapped Laskin’s shoulder. “We’ll make damn sure it is, Laskin. No wraith is taking any more of my shield-mates.”

Inside the stables, with the windows boarded, it grew almost completely dark, and the Raiders lit a handful of lamps. They’d doused the main fire in the interest of rationing their wood supplies for brands and wrapped themselves in their cloaks and horse blankets to stay warm.

The hours passed slowly. Arya rotated the watch on front and back doors in two-hour shifts, while the rest of the shield sat around playing cards or talking. Etan had recovered enough to join them, which gave them all some heart despite the fear looming at the edges of the room, tugging constantly at their calm.

Arya went on watch with Laskin at roughly midnight. They sat facing each other on opposite sides of the back entrance. A narrow corridor led back to the main stables, far enough that Arya couldn’t see the shield and could only barely catch their soft conversation.

They sat in a comfortable silence for some time, lulled by the flickering lamplight and the late hour. When a sudden gust of wind rattled the door, Arya jumped halfway to her feet, hand on her sword.

“It’s just the wind,” Laskin said, then smiled. “I hope.”

“Those bodies…” She sat back down. “If wraiths could do that to a fort full of Raiders, how would we survive if they come back? They obviously didn’t have any trouble getting over these walls.”

“If they attacked at night, the guards on the battlements wouldn’t have seen them coming,” Laskin said. “And once they were in, they could have overwhelmed sleeping Raiders very quickly. You remember what it was like out on the road when they attacked us. It was chaotic.”

She nodded. “And we were armed and mounted and had room to move. Inside the barracks, it would have been dark and cramped. Many of them probably wouldn’t have even realised what was happening—and wouldn’t have had weapons nearby.” Arya shuddered at the thought. “It would have been horrific.”

“Like a nightmare come to life,” Laskin agreed.

“Do you think Captain Narran and Giana are still alive?”

“No,” he said bluntly. “If they were, they would have heard the fighting and yelling when the wraiths attacked our column and come to help.”

Arya let out a sigh. It was what she’d already figured, deep down. “You think they were killed first, to prevent them warning us of the attack?”

“Don’t you?” He shook his head. “The wraiths must have overwhelmed them so quickly they couldn’t get a warning whistle off, but if you hadn’t looked up right at the moment you did, the same might have happened to us.”

“This conversation is not making me feel any better,” she grumbled.

“If you want to feel worse, think on this,” he said grimly. “Wild creatures don’t attack large groupings of humans inside thick stone walls when there is much easier prey out in the forest.”

She stared at him. “You’re suggesting the wraiths attacked the fort with some kind of purpose in mind?”

Laskin shifted, as if his thoughts were making him uncomfortable. “Or someone directed them to. My father told me the Raiders used to wonder if the wraiths were controlled or created by one of the Andahari Sky Lords with their magic. They didn’t behave like normal predators.”

The Nightstalker.

Their eyes met. His name had been hovering silently between them ever since discovering those bodies.

Lucius Nightstalker, the Sky Lord who’d turned on his fellow Sky Lords and murdered them all in a coup to take the Andahari throne. Who’d then turned his attention to Dunidaen and Khadini when the warlords and Khadini emperor had vociferously protested his assassination of the true king and their ally. Only their combined force of arms had forced the Nightstalker into an agreement to remain behind his borders in return for Dunidaen and Khadini recognising his right to rule Andahar. Or at least, that’s how Arya had always heard it.

Now her mind sparked, jumping from thought to thought. “There’s only one reason someone might want to take out an entire fort—this particular fort. And if you put that together with the messenger birds being killed so that nobody here could send word out … or a request for help…”

Laskin watched her steadily, waiting for her to reach the same conclusion he clearly already had.

Arya sighed and rubbed tiredly at her eyes as all her relief dissipated. “We need to go into the underground road. Make sure it’s still blocked up.”

“Are you sure that’s a good idea?” Laskin asked. “The shield is down to sixteen, and two of us are hurt. We’ll be a lot more vulnerable outside these walls.”

“It’s our duty. SheerRock exists to protect the underground road into Dunidaen from the west. If that’s been breached…”

“Yeah,” he said, letting out a heavy breath. “Ravenstrike will be the first place hit.”

That grim prospect had them both fading into silence, and they passed the rest of their watch listening to the sounds of the storm outside. Every time something banged or tapped or rustled, she strained to try and make out if it was just the storm or a pack of bloodthirsty wraiths trying to get in.

But nothing came for them. Yet.

Arya took a steadying breath and told herself to stay calm and get some rest. She and her shield-mates might be the only ones standing between an invader and the defence of Dunidaen. And if that was the case…

Something would come for them.
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As the storm blew itself out near dawn, the Raiders—none of whom had really slept—gathered for a meagre breakfast of bread and cheese. Huddled together, they were an unshaven and tired-looking lot, with dried blood spattered on their uniforms and streaks of wraith ash on their skin. Arya shuddered as she remembered the fetid taste of it in her mouth.  

Still, they were ready for what came next, and Arya took heart from that. She cleared her throat, “I know this won’t be ideal news, but we have to address the possibility that SheerRock Fort was taken out so that something or someone could come through the underground road from Andahar undetected. If that’s the case, Icecliff and Windfall Forts need to be warned as quickly as possible.”

Charlin snorted. “Even at full strength, SheerRock wouldn’t notice a troupe of elephants and troubadours coming through the underground road these days unless they were stupid enough to march all the way down to the actual fort.”

“Andahar doesn’t know that we’ve grown lax in watching the border entries,” Allicen pointed out. “The whole purpose of SheerRock is to guard that road.”

“The birds, too,” Wattin said quietly. “First all the birds here were killed, then we were attacked bringing fresh birds. Not to mention, if Laskin is right, the wraiths that attacked us are from Andahar.”

A grim silence fell over the group as Wattin’s words sunk in.

Etan said bluntly, “Arya, are you suggesting that we go and have a look at the rockfall blocking up the underground road?”

Protests began forming on multiple faces at this idea. Arya considered her next words carefully. She didn’t have any official authority over them. If she tried issuing a direct order, there was a chance they’d just ignore her. She would have to convince them instead. “By the time we ride back to Icecliff and get another patrol out here, that’s four days minimum, more if the bad weather continues. That’s far too long to leave the border undefended.”

“If memory serves, it’s not a long ride to the underground road’s entrance,” Laskin offered, backing her up. “We could be there and back in a day, shelter here overnight, then head straight back to Icecliff.”

“It’s our duty,” Arya added simply.

None of them looked thrilled at the idea of spending another night in SheerRock, but nobody protested out loud, either. Arya’s shoulders relaxed.

“What about Allicen and Etan?” Taze asked.

“I’ll take your advice on that.” Arya turned to Wattin. “I’d rather not leave them here and divide our strength, but I will if you think it would worsen their injuries for them to ride.”

“If we’re attacked—” Wattin started, but was drowned out by both Raiders speaking at once.

“I can still lift a sword if needed.” Etan insisted.

Allicen snapped, “It’s my off arm hurt. My sword arm is fine.”

Arya gave a crisp nod. “I take your word on it. You ride with us.”

Wattin lifted his hands in capitulation.

“It will be risky,” she said soberly, seeking out and meeting each of their gazes in turn. “The wraiths are presumably still out there, and if something has come underneath the Diamondfang, we risk running right into them. But we’ll be better prepared this time. We take brands, as many as we can carry, and we share out our remaining vials of Khadini oil. If the wraiths hit us again, those with the oil will light brands, and the others will cover them with our daggers. We chased them off before, we can do it again.”

This seemed to reassure them, and she got a series of nods in return. She smiled, rose to her feet. “Collect your brands and go get the horses tacked up. We ride now.”

When Arya drew her sword and cautiously slid the stable door open, it was to the faint blue light of pre-dawn. Snow had piled up even higher along the stable walls, but it had stopped falling, and the sky was clear. 

Weather in the mountains could change quickly and without warning, but usually a clear sky presaged at least a few hours of calm. Arya carefully scanned the white snow covering the yard, feeling slightly reassured when she saw the surface remained unbroken.

Not that wraiths would leave footprints.

Supressing a shiver, Arya hauled the doors all the way open for the first Raider to lead his horse out. “Come on, Taze, let’s go get those gates winched open.” 

Arya led the column with Taze at her right shoulder, Laskin bringing up the rear with Charlin, their steadiest hands at top and tail. Allicen and Etan rode in the centre, protected on both sides and watched carefully by Wattin. The dark smudges under their eyes and the stiff way they held themselves betrayed the pain they must be feeling, but they rode straight-backed and determined. The sight of them gave Arya a flicker of pride.

If something was trying to get through into Dunidaen, they were going to find their hands full facing the Raiders from Icecliff Fort.

The old road headed west of SheerRock—though the snowfall meant the only way they could tell they were on the road was by the even line of trees on each side. It made hard going for the horses, and Arya was glad they’d had a full day and two nights’ rest.

There was no chatter. Each Raider’s attention remained on high alert. Being on the road meant wraiths couldn’t drop on them from the tree canopy above, at least, but all were uneasily aware that if something had broken through the underground road, they were heading straight towards it.

Not long after the walls of the fort vanished from sight behind them, the road became a slow incline winding its way between rugged mountain slopes. After an hour or so, they rounded a corner onto a straight stretch of road.

Arya straightened in the saddle. Directly ahead was a high stone archway set into the rocky face of a mountainside. The opening towered over them as they came closer, hooves thudding into the snow. Beyond the archway loomed utter darkness.

The entrance to the underground road.

Arya reined in. “Taze, Charlin, Kait, light the torches.”

The column waited, tense with wariness, while the three Raiders dug out flint and oil and got their brands lit. Everywhere they looked, the snow was unbroken. There was no sign of people or horses having passed through. The mountains were quiet, even the winds having ceased their endless whistling. An eagle soared high above, taking advantage of the good weather to hunt.

Arya studied the archway. The workmanship was exquisite. There were no gaps that she could discern between the blocks of stone. Engraved lettering graced the top of the arch. It was hard to read because the surface was so weathered, and she squinted, trying to make it out.

“Unleash the Storm,” Taze murmured, freshly lit brand lifted in his free hand, held carefully clear of his body. Khadini oil was both highly flammable and burned extraordinarily hot. “I can’t decide whether that’s ominous or impressive.”

“Whatever it was, it doesn’t mean anything anymore.” Instead, she focused on the darkness beyond the arch. Wondering if something was waiting in there for them.

“Good to go, Arya!” Charlin called out.

She lifted a hand for them to proceed but kept her horse at a walk, hand ready on the hilt of her sword. Darkness enclosed them as they passed under the archway, broken only by the flickering flame of their torches. The walls of the tunnel were so wide that the torchlight barely reached the walls on either side. The air had a faint musty taint but seemed fresh enough. The cold sank deep into their bones.

Taze shifted, reaching out his torch. “Look, some sections of the wall have images carved into them.” 

“Let’s take a look,” she murmured. “But quickly.”

The column moved over to the road’s edge, the torch bearers holding the flames close to the wall so they could all see it. Arya raised a hand to run her fingers over the faded surface. The section Taze had found looked like it depicted a battle scene, though a lot of it was concealed by weathering and patches of moss. 

“What are these?” Kait’s voice was bright with eagerness.

“Voice down!” Arya snapped.

“Sorry,” she whispered. “But take a look here.”

Charlin drew his belt knife and scraped away all the lichen from the image Kait was pointing to. She helped, brushing off the debris as he scraped.

They all stared at the cleared section in amazement.

It was a beautifully depicted scene that reached halfway up the wall. In the centre, a man sat on a throne. A simple crown rested on his head. Around him sat four others, two women and two men. Behind the seated humans was a wyvern, rising high above their heads, wings spread as if ready for flight. 

“It looks like a portrait,” Kait breathed, reaching out to touch the king’s face. “They’re Sky Lords, aren’t they?”

“Something tells me that’s not the Nightstalker,” Allicen said.

“No,” Laskin murmured. “It would be the king he killed to steal the throne, or one of his ancestors.”

Arya found herself staring at the image with as much fascination as the others—what must it have been like, to see a wyvern sweeping through the skies above? To ride one? And what a weapon to have against your enemies.

“How did the Nightstalker manage to kill four other Sky Lords and their wyverns?” Etan asked, eyes alight in curiosity. 

“The answer to that is why Dunidaen fears him and his magic so much,” Charlin grunted. “Nobody knows.”

A rustle sounded in the distance, probably nothing, but it snapped Arya out of her daze. “Enough gawking,” she said sharply, wheeling her mare around. “We keep going. Be ready for attack.”

They were back in their column and moving onward in moments. As they continued along the abandoned highway, encountering nothing but echoes, Arya found her eyes drawn towards the images depicted on the walls, but each time she wrenched her gaze away.

Distractions here could mean her death or that of her shield-mates.

They’d been riding for roughly a half hour—it was hard to tell with any confidence in such endless darkness—when Taze’s torch illuminated a blockage in the road ahead.

“We’re here,” Arya announced. “Everyone halt. Kait, bring your torch up. Laskin, Charlin, keep close watch on our rear.” 

Arya rode forward with Taze and Kait, the light from their torches illuminating the entirety of the blockage. Chunks of stone, rock, and dirt filled the gap from wall to wall and floor to rocky ceiling. It was packed in, crawling with the same moss that dotted the walls, and looked like it hadn’t been touched in decades … except…

“Raven’s balls,” Arya muttered, dismounting. “Taze, with me.”

The two of them walked over to the far-right side of the rockfall, where it met the tunnel wall. Arya’s sharp eyes had spotted a patch of darkness that didn’t match the surrounding area. Taze whistled under his breath when he illuminated it with his torch.

A gap had been tunnelled though the rockfall. Not large enough for a horse to fit, but big enough for a human to scramble through.

Or wraiths.

“It appears pretty fresh,” he murmured, pointing at the lack of weathering on the rock and dirt that had been dug through to make the gap. 

Arya swore again, then unbuckled her sword belt and shrugged off her thick cloak and cowl. “Get that light as close as you can to the opening. I’m going to make sure it goes all the way through and that this isn’t the work of some animal building a den.”

He looked dubious. “I doubt an animal did this. It looks to me like it’s been carefully done so as not to destabilise the rest of the rockfall.”

“Given the potential consequences, we need to make sure.” 

He nodded. “If anything happens, yell out, and I’ll be after you in a second.”

“If I yell, you get the shield out of here immediately and go straight back to Icecliff with a warning that something has come through the Diamondfang,” she said. “That’s an order, Taze.”

Not staying to dispute it further, Arya leaned forward and scrambled into the gap. Darkness enveloped her quickly, her body filling most of the makeshift tunnel and blocking the light from Taze’s torch.

Everything went black, and she froze, terror flaring through her at the thought of being stuck under a mountain of rock and stone. She’d never been good in enclosed spaces—couldn’t bear them for longer than a few minutes at a time. Her chest was already closing over, making it impossible to draw in a full breath. She swallowed, fighting the urge to back out. Sweat slicked her skin despite the cold. Her heart was beating too fast, she couldn’t—

If she didn’t do this, Taze would. And if there was danger on the other side, he could be hurt or worse. With a snarl of determination, she forced herself to keep going. 

The rockfall to block the road had been thoroughly done, and even in her panic-induced speed, it took Arya longer than she’d expected to scramble through and reach the other side. She clambered out into pitch-black darkness, stumbling, chest heaving, relief flooding her in waves.

Once she had a modicum of calm back, she waved her arms around and took a few steps in a circle to be sure she was in an open space. Then, she forced herself back into the hole before there was time to think about it.  

By the time she reached the other end her breath was coming in short gasps of escalating panic, and her skin was slick with sweat. Taze hovered anxiously, relief cascading over his features when she crawled out. She stayed low for a long moment, trying to regain control of her breathing, looking away from the light of the flame, not wanting him to see how terrified she’d been. Slowly, the panic receded, the relief a cool balm spreading through her.

As soon as she was confident she had herself under control, she stood and brushed dirt from her uniform, reaching down to grab sword and cloak to put back on. “It goes all the way through.” She pitched her voice loud enough for the whole shield to hear. “We ride, now, as fast as we can. Icecliff  needs to be warned.”
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Urgency gripped Arya and her shield as they made their way back along the road at a canter, the torches burning low. It would be midday at the earliest by the time they got back to SheerRock, which meant pushing hard to get to the halfway point of the return trek to Icecliff before nightfall. Doable if the weather was good. Impossible—and dangerous—if not.  

The Raiders emerged from the archway, blinking rapidly, vision blurring as their eyes adjusted to the bright white of the snowy landscape. Arya’s gaze went immediately to the hoofprints left in the snow from their journey in. They were undisturbed, and no new tracks had been—

An unearthly howl pierced the morning air, the echoes of it still fading when more howls rang out. The sounds were triumphant, hunters who’d found their prey, and shockingly loud in the snow-dampened silence.

“Ware!” Charlin shouted a warning from the back of the column.

Arya wheeled her mare to see a large grey shape leap from a fallen tree by the northern side of the road and snap at a Raider’s neck with deadly-looking fangs. Her shield-mate leaned back just far enough to avoid having his throat torn out, but his horse was not so lucky. Another creature had slunk onto the road underneath the horse and ripped its claws down the horse’s withers. It screamed, rearing, and the Raider tumbled to the ground, only barely managing not to be crushed.

“Shadowhounds!” Laskin shouted, drawing his sword.

Arya drew her own sword, and bellowed, “Keep together! Stay on the road. Stay calm.”

Even as she spoke, more grey shapes leaped from the trees around them. They were far bigger than any hound Arya had seen before, standing almost as tall as her ribs, muscled yet wiry, a pair of long fangs dripping with saliva emerging from a long snout. Their coat was a mottled grey and the claws they wielded appeared razor sharp.

Wattin yelled as he desperately tried to fight off a pair of slashing claws, and Kait urged her horse over to help him, the two of them barely managing to keep it at bay. Charlin turned his horse towards them. 

A snarling shadowhound came straight at Arya, snapping at her leg. She lifted her foot out of the stirrup just in time and swung her sword at the thing. It ducked away and came at her again. This time she let it get in close, leaned back at the last second, then stabbed it in the neck with her dagger. Dark, ichor-like blood sprayed, burning where it spattered on the narrow band of bare skin between her gloves and jerkin sleeve.

Momentarily distracted—her attention on trying to locate Allicen and Etan amidst the fighting to make sure they were all right—Arya didn’t see the next attack coming. A burning pain tore down her left leg, and she swore and stabbed frantically at the shadowhound that had come up on her other side, its jaws closing on her calf. It took three stabs into the thing’s neck before it let go. By then her mare was completely panicked. She fought Arya bitterly, rearing and trying to bolt. Pain was a live creature in her leg, her black breeches already soaking with blood.

Arya shoved all the distractions away. There was no time for them. While swinging her sword at a hound leaping at her right side, she felt pressure on her left boot and looked down to see another one digging its claws into the leather to try and gain enough leverage to leap at her throat. Arya struck angrily at the thing, managing to graze her blade along its ribs as it twisted away. And then another came at her, eyes glowing with something feral and triumphant. She swung her sword again and again until her arm burned with the effort.

A loud snarling came from the trees to the south of the road. Arya wrenched her mare around, sword lifted, to see another shadowhound streak from the shadows. Only this one was inky black in colour, so dark any light around it seemed to bleed away.

Still fighting to keep her horse under control, Arya watched, confused as it attacked the shadowhound nearest her, closing its jaws around the thing’s throat and shaking it violently until it died. The black shadowhound then launched itself at a grey one slinking towards her horse, which she hadn’t seen. 

Was it helping them?

She turned her attention back to her shield. The centre was buckling, with panicked horses fracturing the shield into smaller groups that would be even more vulnerable. Arya was too far away to get there, not with her attention needed on the hounds circling her mare—somehow, they’d separated her out from the end of the column. But even as she began to panic, the black shadowhound launched itself into the middle of the creatures massing around the centre of the shield, sowing confusion with every snap of its jaws.

When Arya had a spare moment to glance back, it was to see the centre holding, the shield re-forming despite the fierce onslaught. Relief flooded her. If she could just get back to them, they could go on the offensive—

Arrows began hissing from within the trees lining the southern side of the road, a deadly rain that pounded the attacking shadowhounds. They started falling, and the pack of creatures surrounding Arya thinned out. She shifted in the saddle, dagger raised in position to bury it in the remaining hound leaping at her…

…but as she turned, something caught her attention—the black shadowhound, focused on worrying the neck of a creature trying to get at Taze’s horse, hadn’t noticed another shadowhound leaping for its neck, jaws open.

Without thought or reason Arya threw the dagger in her hand instead of using it to defend herself. With the split second she had left, she jerked backwards so that bared fangs missed her throat, but then the full weight of the shadowhound hit her and she flew out of the saddle, hitting the snow hard. She grunted, the sword falling from her other hand. Desperately, she reached up to close her hands around a furry throat, needing all her strength to hold the snapping jaws away from her face. Its claws scrabbled at her chest, tearing rents into her quilted jerkin. The scent of rot filled her senses.

She found herself staring into rabid eyes, such a dark blue they were almost violet, and to her utter shock she read recognition there. The shadowhound snapped at her throat again, but propelled by sheer panic and survival instinct, she wrestled with it, managing to get it off her. Then, she reached for her sword and brought it slashing around as the thing leaped back towards her. The blade bit deep into its neck and it let out a whine before collapsing, dead, into the snow.

She staggered back to her feet, breathing hard, spattered in blood. The column was almost clear of shadowhounds now, the remaining creatures fleeing into the forest with a series of frustrated howls and leaving their dead behind. She couldn’t see the black shadowhound anywhere.

“Form up into defensive posture!” Arya bellowed, limping after her frightened mare and pulling herself back into the saddle. Those arrows had come from humans, not creatures. “Quickly now! Weapons out. Be ready.”

Her shield, battered and bleeding, did their best to follow her orders. Three of their horses were down, but all Raiders were alive. Arya’s calf burned where the hound had bitten her, but she gritted her teeth and ignored the pain. They couldn’t rest yet.

They’d barely gotten themselves sorted when two hooded figures stepped onto the snowy road behind Charlin and Laskin. A glance over her shoulder revealed two more moving onto the road behind her, effectively blocking them in. She recognised the motley clothing and dark hoods instantly.

Shadeweavers.

“Our archers are in the trees surrounding you, and you just witnessed how accurate they are,” one of them called out. “I would advise you not to make any hasty moves.”

Her chest heaved after the exertion of the fight, her thoughts racing while she caught her breath. Without knowing the numbers of Shadeweavers that surrounded them, they were at a distinct disadvantage. “What do you want?” 

The man who’d spoken glanced towards the trees, gave an almost indiscernible nod, and another Shadeweaver walked onto the road. He continued past his companions and came to a halt in the space halfway between them and Arya’s shield. In one smooth movement, he pushed back his hood.

Arya stiffened. Behind her, several Raiders hissed. Tack jangled as horses grew edgy again. She’d never seen the elusive leader of the Shadeweavers in the flesh before, none of them had, but they’d all heard the stories. The jagged scar from eyebrow to mouth, the shaved head, the dark eyes that shone with repressed violence. The tattoos that crawled over every inch of his skin apart from his face.

This was Ranier standing before her. 

Her first instinct was to shout the order to capture him. She’d even opened her mouth to issue it … until she remembered the archers in the trees. They were surrounded.

Her shield had to survive so that they could carry a warning back to Icecliff. 

“Greetings, Raider,” Ranier said, sardonic, hands folded loosely in front of him. “I take it you know who I am?”

Laskin came up on Arya’s side, watching her back as always. Without a word, he handed her the dagger she’d thrown. Its metal blade was covered in drying black blood.

“What do you want?” she asked, voice cold.

“Who is your leader?”

“I am.” 

“You’re not old enough to lead a shield of Raiders,” he sneered. “You’re still a child.”

She didn’t flinch from his gaze. “I am in charge. Whether you accept that or not is frankly not my problem. Leave us to continue on our way, unharmed, or we will fight our way through.”

In the silence that followed, Ranier studied her. It was an old trick, waiting for the other to fill the uncomfortable silence, and Arya had no intention of falling for it. She was entirely happy to sit in awkward silence for as long as he wanted.

Eventually he gave a slight nod, as if she’d passed a test. “I admit, I genuinely didn’t think any of you Raiders would be bright enough to check, but I take it you’ve also just learned that the rockfall blocking the road into Dunidaen has been … disturbed?”

Arya said nothing. She had no intention of sharing information with the enemy. What if all their worst fears were coming true—the Nightstalker stirring, and rousing the magic-wielders of Dunidaen to his service? As quickly as that thought came, she dismissed it. If he’d intended them harm, Ranier would have let the shadowhounds eat them.

A faint smile crossed the man’s face. “I wish to speak with you, Raider. I promise a temporary truce—no harm will come to your Raiders if you agree the same.”

She shook her head, glancing down the road. They needed to move. “We don’t have time for a cosy chat. How about this instead—let us go on our way and we won’t attack?” 

“Hasn’t our assistance just now earned me a few moments of your time? I offer information on the creatures that just attacked you.”

Her gaze narrowed. “You know what those creatures are?”

“I’m willing to tell you everything I know.” He cocked his head. “For a price.”

Arya considered that. They were taking a warning back to Icecliff but had scarcely any information on what the threat actually was. A short delay might be worth having more information to take with them. 

“Ranier is an honest man, despite being a Shadeweaver,” Laskin murmured in her ear. “He has invoked a temporary truce. He will not betray us.”

“How do you know so much about everything?” she muttered, then sighed. “You’d better be right.” 

In an abrupt movement, she dismounted, biting down on the pain that stabbed through her injured leg as it took her weight, and turned to face her shield. “Laskin, you’re with me. Everyone else—keep a watch on the perimeter. I don’t want any surprises.” She paused. “Nobody makes a move unless they’re attacked first. Is that clear?”

A series of nods went down the column, though none of them looked happy about it. Ranier turned and walked a short distance farther down the road to where the other two hooded Shadeweavers waited. Arya and Laskin followed. 

Both Shadeweavers pushed back their hoods at a quiet word from their leader. As the second man did so, he gave Arya a familiar, mocking smile.

Torsen’s killer.

Arya lunged at the man with a snarl, sword halfway out of its sheath, only pulling up short when Ranier stepped in her path, quick as a flash. “Stand down, Raider.”

“You back off. He murdered one of my shield-mates.”

“He was attacked,” Ranier said calmly.

“No,” Arya said, meeting his eyes. “Torsen was murdered.”

“He was a Raider, and we kill Raiders before they can kill us. It is the way of things in this part of the world, which you well know.” That shimmering violence—it seemed barely restrained—flashed in Ranier’s eyes. “You agreed to a temporary truce. Leanir stays.”

“Arya,” Laskin said quietly.

Laskin’s voice wasn’t enough to take the edge off her rage, but remembering what was at stake did. Survival to carry a warning back to Icecliff. Teeth gritted, she stepped back, though her fingers curled around the hilt of her sword with a strangling grip.

The triumphant smugness in Leanir’s expression was enough to set her off again, so she tore her gaze from him and studied the other Shadeweaver. This was no grown man, but a boy, a year or two younger than her. Fine raven hair fell across his face, obscuring some of his features, and he regarded her with expressionless light grey eyes, meeting her gaze without hesitation. There was defiance in that gaze, and a touch of wildness too. Whatever it was, it resonated strongly with something inside her.

Ranier gestured to the boy. His sleeve slid back when he did, revealing the intricate tattoo on his forearm. It was beautiful, the ink dark and gleaming, but she couldn’t quite make out what it depicted in the brief flash she saw. “This is Darmanin. May we have the honour of your names?” 

So formal, this bloodthirsty and merciless Shadeweaver leader.

Arya shifted her attention back to him. “You can call me Raider Nameless. With me is Raider Laskin. What do you want?” 

“A simple exchange. We help you in return for your cooperation.”

“Help us? With what?”

“As you have already learned, the border has been compromised,” Ranier began. “Wraiths and shadowhounds have entered Dunidaen for the first time in fifty years. We must address the possibility that the Nightstalker rouses from his decades-long slumber.”

“The mountains are full of predators,” Arya said. “That’s nothing new.”

Ranier’s face twisted into a snarl and Arya was abruptly reminded of how dangerous this man was. “I’m not interested in playing games. We know everyone in SheerRock Fort is dead.”

She stilled. “How could you know that?”

Ranier didn’t seem any more interested in sharing details with her than she was with him. “The shadowhounds you encountered this morning, the wraiths that attacked you yesterday—they are not normal predators, Raider. Surely you have come to the same conclusion as I, that SheerRock was attacked so that these creatures could come through the underground road undetected.”

“For what purpose?”

“I do not know. Yet I cannot think of any good reasons.” He lifted an eyebrow. “Can you?”

Arya studied him, glanced at Leanir and Darmanin, then the trees surrounding them on either side of the road. Ranier hadn’t set his Shadeweavers to aiding them just now without a very good reason.  

A little smile flickered at her mouth. It wasn’t only Raiders who moved through these mountains and the Wraith Forest. “You’re losing people too,” she said. “You need our help. That’s why you’re talking to me.”

Ranier’s eyes narrowed on hers, measuring. “A quick mind.”

“And an increasingly impatient one. You say you don’t know why the creatures are here, but you wouldn’t be offering a deal unless you had a pretty good idea. Quit holding out and tell me what you want from us.”

“I believe the creatures were sent to test the strength of Dunidaen’s border defences.”

Arya scoffed. “I grant you the attack on SheerRock seems strategic, but it was also the largest concentration of warm bodies in this area of the mountains. If packs of wraiths have migrated across the Diamondfang, what makes you think they weren’t just hungry?”

Ranier smiled grimly. “The fact that someone had to dig through the roadblock to let them through.” At Arya’s silence, Ranier continued. “We don’t know exactly how many came through, yet, but Darmanin has been working hard to track their numbers. We estimate hundreds.”

“Darmanin?” Arya shifted her gaze to the dark-haired youth. “Is he your only scout?”

“He can get into areas that the rest of us cannot,” Ranier said. 

“Which means he has magic,” she said flatly.

“That’s irrelevant,” Ranier said. “Whether you believe these creatures are being directed for a purpose or not, Icecliff is crucial to the defence of Dunidaen’s north. If the wraiths do there what they did at SheerRock—”

“I understand the consequences, Ranier,” she snapped at the condescension in his voice. “But now that we’re warned, we can make sure that doesn’t happen. I’m still not clear on what you want out of this, beyond wasting my time.”

His face tightened, that menace leaping out again, as if he were barely holding himself in check. “I told you we could help. We—” 

“What makes you think we need it? Icecliff Fort has never been breached. I’m sure we can deal capably with any attack, be it from Shadeweavers or packs of wraiths and shadowhounds.” 

“You talk big, Raider, but SheerRock has already been taken without any casualties to the enemy,” Ranier said. “This is not the same adversary that you are accustomed to dealing with. This enemy comes at you through snow and darkness and strikes terror and panic into its prey. Your disciplined Raiders will turn into a panicked mob when facing wraiths coming at them through every crack in those big stone walls of yours.”

“The Raiders at SheerRock weren’t warned,” she countered. “Icecliff and Windfall will be. And why would we risk our safety further by trusting anything you say?”

“These creatures are moving through our home too. If they drive us out, we have nowhere to go,” Ranier said, anger threading his voice. “It is in our interests to help you. A common enemy makes us allies, even if only temporarily.”

That was true enough. “What help are you proposing, exactly?”

He paused. “We are tracking the creatures. We can provide you with early warning if they approach Icecliff so that you’re not taken by surprise. In addition, our warriors can help you defend the walls.”

She studied him for a moment. Everything in her warned her against trusting a Shadeweaver, despite Ranier’s rational arguments. Still, what had happened at SheerRock had shaken her. If wraiths made a similar attack on Icecliff … they would need all the help they could get.

“I’m not the right person to be talking to,” she said eventually. “I don’t have the authority to agree to an alliance.”

“All I’m asking is that you to carry our offer of help back to Icecliff. To demonstrate our good faith, we will escort you back via a faster route to ensure your warning arrives quickly.”

Arya turned to Laskin. “What do you think?” she asked in an undertone.

“I think we could use help, if what he suspects is true,” Laskin said. “Either way, there’s no harm in doing what Ranier asks and presenting his offer to Commander Lerin.”

“You don’t think it could be some elaborate trap?”

Laskin scratched his jaw. “It’s hard to see what that could be. And we saw with our own eyes that the rockfall has been compromised.”

“What if they did that?”

“To what end? I can’t see it.”

Arya nodded and turned back to Ranier. “You make sure my shield makes it safely back to Icecliff, and I promise to deliver your message. That’s the only deal I’m willing to make.”

“Accepted, Raider.” Ranier gave her one final look. “I’ll leave you in Darmanin’s hands.” 

With that, he turned and strode off the road, vanishing quickly into the dim light between the trees.

As soon as he was gone, Arya’s gaze shifted to Leanir. “Don’t think this will stop me from killing you one day soon.”

He sneered. “You’re more than welcome to try.”

“Leanir, please fetch my horse,” Darmanin spoke softly.

Leanir’s face tightened at the command, but he did as asked, stalking off the road. When Darmanin was the only one left standing there, Arya turned and walked back to her shield, Laskin close behind. Those who’d lost their horses in the shadowhound attack now rode double with lighter shield-mates.

“Etan, Allicen, how are we doing?” she called out once mounted.

“Arm’s still attached,” Allicen said cheerfully.

“Sore but still in the saddle.” Etan’s voice was weaker than Allicen’s hearty shout, and Arya sent a concerned glance Wattin’s way, but the healer gave her a reassuring nod; Etan was okay to ride. 

“Glad to hear it.” Without further preamble, she quickly outlined the discussion with Ranier, then pointed down the road to where Darmanin was mounting a bay gelding. “That’s our escort back to Icecliff, so keep your swords ready but follow his lead. I’ll answer any question you have once we’re safely back. Let’s go!”

Arya took one final sweeping look of their surroundings as the shield lurched into movement, trying to dispel the disquiet tightening her stomach. It was still daylight and everything was quiet and calm. But it was a long journey back to Icecliff, with a new menace now lurking in the deep forest and shadowy places. 

And they had to trust a Shadeweaver to get them there.
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Instead of taking the Raider trail from SheerRock up to Icecliff, Darmanin led them on an unmarked route that plunged through thick forest along the western slope of a looming mountainside before winding up through a narrow ravine.  

It was a silent, tension-filled ride. Darmanin was uncommunicative and none of the Raiders were able to relax with their lives in the hands of a Shadeweaver guide, despite the temporary truce. They started violently at every moving shadow, froze every time a sound drifted on the icy breeze.

No doubt it weighed heavily on all their minds that they were Icecliff’s only hope of receiving warning in time to prepare for a potential attack, and that their enemy knew that as well as they did.

With the long ride to think it over, Arya wasn’t as sure. Ranier’s suspicions were ominous, but if the Nightstalker was looking to invade Dunidaen after all this time, she doubted he would begin by digging a narrow tunnel through which to sneak wraiths and shadowhounds. Why do that when he could just fly his wyvern over the mountains and reduce Icecliff and SheerRock to rubble with his magic? 

But Ranier was right that wraiths and shadowhounds hadn’t dug that tunnel themselves. So who had, and why? And why take out SheerRock if not to hide the breach in the underground road? Her thoughts chased themselves around and around until her head ached and she gave up trying to puzzle it out.

It was just after midnight when the familiar cliff path that led across the mountainside to join the main road to Icecliff came into sight ahead, moonlight glinting off white snow. The sky was clear enough that the myriad pinpricks of light depicting Heathrock city were visible miles below.

Before turning onto the trail, Darmanin reined in, his gaze searching out Arya, breath frosting in the icy night air. “You know the way from here?”

She nodded. 

“Be careful. Two shadowhounds have followed us the entire way.”

“What?” She straightened, immediately looking down the column.

“They’re well back,” he reassured her, “but following our scent. I don’t know why. I doubt their intention is to attack, there’s not enough of them, but keep an eye out until you’re inside those walls of yours.”

“How do you know that?” she asked suspiciously.

He ignored her. “Once your commander has decided whether to accept our help, signal from your western wall—a single torch burning for one hour. We’ll be watching for it and send a bird to pick up any message you have for us.”

“How will you direct an untrained messenger bird to our western wall? And how will we get messages back from you?”

“I think we’ll all be happier if I don’t answer those questions.” He paused as he turned to leave. “You should be more careful of the threats you throw around. Leanir is a very dangerous man.”

“Leanir doesn’t scare me, Darmanin.”

“He should.”

The boy was gone before she could reply or even ask how he planned to protect himself if the trailing shadowhounds attacked him, vanishing into the shadows between the trees. She shook herself—weariness was beginning to take over, not to mention the throbbing pain of her wounds. “Almost there!” she called out bracingly. “Quicker we get back, quicker we can get some warm mead into us. Charlin, Laskin, keep an extra close watch on our rear until we’re inside those walls.”

A ragged cheer went through the shield, and they moved into the trail.

The horses were as weary as their riders, but even they perked up once they realised they were approaching the Icecliff stables. They picked their way carefully across the mountainside trail, then pushed the pace up the road to the fort. Arya glanced back frequently but saw no sign of the tracking shadowhounds. Maybe they’d gone after Darmanin.

Shouts of surprise came from the walls when they were spotted, and the familiar screeching of the gate winch shattered the night-time quiet. By the time Arya and her shield rode through, the shield captain on guard duty was halfway down the steps from the battlements and then hurrying over to them. 

“You’re back three days early,” she called, gaze searching out and then stopping on Arya. “Where’s Captain Narran?”

“Captain Sapontis!” Arya saluted, even as the last remains of her hope drained away. “We were attacked and got separated. She hasn’t made it back here?”

Sapontis shook her head grimly. 

Her heart sank. Around her, the mood of their shield plummeted too; from relief at having made it back safely to grief.

“Why the double guard on the walls?” Arya asked. She’d noticed it riding in.

“A patrol shield sent out three days ago never returned. A shield sent out looking for them this morning couldn’t find any trace of them,” Sapontis replied. “Commander Lerin has still had no word from SheerRock, even though you were scheduled to have delivered the birds two days ago. He decided to put us on defensive footing.”

“Good call,” Arya muttered. She dropped out of the saddle, wincing as pain radiated up her left leg. The bleeding had stopped but the wounds stung badly. “I need to see Commander Lerin at once. I’ve got urgent news.”

“You look like you should go to the healers, and so does your shield.” Sapontis’ expression deepened to shock as she got a good look at them. “What happened to you?”

“Lerin. Where is he?” Arya insisted.

“He’s in council with Warlord Ravenstrike and the other shield captains. They’re trying to decide whether to send more patrols out to figure out what’s going on.”

The warlord was still here? That wasn’t good news, not if they were about to come under attack. Arya turned to her shield. “Dismount, see to your horses, then get to healers, food, and rest, in that order. I’m going straight to speak with Commander Lerin.” She lifted her hand. “Not a word about our patrol to anyone. I don’t want us causing a panic before Commander Lerin decides on a plan of action. One of you breathes a word about it, and I’ll beat you black and blue.”

“Got it, Arya.” Charlin barely hid a smirk. “No gossiping or we end up like Laskin after the other morning’s drill.”

Sniggers and chuckles went through the group and Arya relaxed. “Go on, get out of here. We meet tomorrow to raise a mug for our fallen shield-mates.”

“What happened was that bad?” Sapontis asked in an undertone.

She hesitated. “If your shield can spare you for a short time, Captain, it’s worth you coming with me and hearing my report.” 

The two headed indoors, Arya almost groaning as the relative warmth of the fort interior swept over her. She hadn’t been properly warm for days.

Sapontis halted outside the door, tilting her head at Arya. “For what it’s worth, I’m glad you made it back, Arya.”

“So am I.” She nodded at Sapontis before pushing the door open so they both could walk through.

The windowless room hummed with a comforting melody of conversation, crackling flames, and parchment rustling. Arya’s sweeping glance took in the warlord, Commander Lerin, and the rest of the fort’s shield captains. The roaring hearth filled the room with a smoky haze, wreathed with the scent of mead. Arya’s stomach woke up suddenly and let out a loud grumble. Sapontis gave her a quick amused look before they both saluted.

“Raider Nameless.” Commander Lerin rose from his seat at the head of the table in surprise. “Wasn’t your shield scheduled to be away another few days at least? Where is your captain?”

Arya stood at attention. “Commander, I’ve come with urgent news. We—”

“Why isn’t Captain Narran here reporting it, then?” he demanded. His face was flushed in the firelight, eyes bloodshot as if he’d been awake too long.

“We were ambushed on the way to SheerRock. Captain Narran and our second outrider became separated from the shield in the attack. A storm hit and we were forced to seek shelter at SheerRock.” She swallowed, burying the grief that wanted to rise. “We have to assume they’re lost, sir.”

Lerin’s mouth tightened. “You didn’t go looking for them?”

Stung by the accusation in his voice, Arya’s temper flared, but Thiara Ravenstrike’s voice cut through the room before she could say something unwise.

“Attacked by Shadeweavers?” 

“No, Warlord. By wraiths. Creatures from Andahar, as I understand it.” Arya ploughed ahead quickly to forestall questions. “There’s worse news. Every Raider and servant at SheerRock is dead, killed by wraiths, we think. Given SheerRock’s purpose, we rode up to the underground road. The border rockfall has been compromised, and there’s now a clear path through from Andahar into Dunidaen.” 

Stunned silence filled the room. Just one piece of her news would have been shocking enough. But all of it together…

Thiara Ravenstrike spoke into the ensuing silence. “You say wraiths killed everyone in SheerRock?” There was something in the woman’s eyes that Arya thought curious, though she couldn’t quite pin down what it was. It wasn’t fear, but something close to dread. 

“Yes, Warlord. Not only wraiths. After ascertaining the underground road was compromised, we were attacked by shadowhounds on the road back to SheerRock. It felt like an ambush—the creatures trying to prevent us bringing a warning back here.” 

“Inconceivable.” Lerin shook his head. “I remember the stories my father used to tell. He said small numbers of them used to slip over the border—terrorising the villages nearest the Diamondfang and our Raider patrols—back when the trade routes were open, but that stopped once the border was closed.”

“It sounds like it’s not closed any more, Commander,” Thiara Ravenstrike said.

He huffed. “How large was this opening, Raider?”

“Large enough for me to scramble through on hands and knees.”

“So small, then.”

Gritting her teeth at his dismissive tone, she pushed on. “Sir, Warlord, there’s more. Shadeweavers helped us fight off the shadowhounds when we were ambushed. Ranier was there and spoke to me afterwards under a temporary truce.” She summarised the conversation for them, including Ranier’s suspicions.

Someone muttered the Nightstalker’s name under their breath, others turned to each other in alarm.

Lerin opened his mouth, a blustering response written all over his face, but Thiara Ravenstrike held up a hand to stop him, instead fixing her pale blue eyes on Arya and asking, “And you believed him?” 

“I don’t trust anything Ranier says, Warlord,” Arya said. “But I cannot deny that he saved Raider lives today. The Shadeweavers are far more vulnerable than we are behind these walls, and therefore he has a vested interest in helping us destroy these creatures.”

“That’s if we assume he speaks the truth about the creatures and their purpose,” Thiara pointed out.

“Warlord,” Lerin broke in, “the Shadeweavers are immaterial. If what Raider Nameless claims is true, then SheerRock is down and the Diamondfang is infested with creatures from the west who might come for Icecliff next. We don’t have full operational strength, which means we can’t hold the north-western border. We’ll have to retreat.”

Arya’s mouth dropped open. He wanted to what? A nudge from Sapontis had her closing her mouth in a snap before anyone noticed.

Thiara Ravenstrike gave him a withering look. “We’re not retreating anywhere just yet, Commander. What of Windfall Fort?”

“As of yesterday, they are still active,” Lerin admitted. “Their bird arrived on schedule. But they are a week’s ride away and cannot reinforce us in time, even if it were smart to deplete their strength to bolster ours.”

“I’m not giving up my fort without a fight,” Thiara said. Of everyone in the room, she was the one person yet to look shocked, stunned, or afraid. Arya found herself impressed by the woman’s composure. “Ravenstrike’s duty is to watch for any signs of the Nightstalker stirring and hold our borders if it comes to it, not to run scared the moment we suspect danger is coming.” 

She held Lerin’s gaze for a moment, as if making sure he understood her message, then continued, “If the Nightstalker intended invasion, why bother testing our defences instead of flying his wyvern over the Diamondfang? And why now after years of peace? I’d say chances are good that this situation is very much one we can manage with the resources at our disposal.”

Her words echoed Arya’s thoughts almost identically, giving her a start of surprise.

A brief silence followed, and one of the older shield captains spoke hesitantly into it, “Warlord, as powerful as the Nightstalker and his wyvern are believed to be, he’d need an army if he wanted to hold any territory he captured. And we shouldn’t forget that fifty years ago he only agreed to retreat into Andahar because he hadn’t yet consolidated his rule and feared Dunidaen and Khadini’s powerful armies joining together to dislodge him from his new throne and restore the rightful ruling family.”

This emboldened another captain to speak, “He might be stronger now. Not to mention, our alliance with Khadini is nowhere near as strong as it once was. He might see us as more vulnerable.”

“Point taken,” Thiara Ravenstrike conceded. “But I assume as trained soldiers, all of you would agree that what we’re seeing here does not bear any of the hallmarks of an invasion—of either armies or a Sky Lord and his wyvern?”

Silence met her words. It was hard to tell whether the captains agreed or just weren’t brave enough to speak any further. Arya was unsure where she sat—the warlord’s logic was sound, but at the same time, the unease lying in her gut ever since the wraith attack hadn’t gone away.

Lerin was still shaking his head. “I’m sorry, Warlord, but in my experienced opinion, we cannot hold Icecliff with the numbers we have here. We must retreat. If General Desomer were here, he would no doubt agree that—”

“Like you, General Desomer reports to me, Commander, irrespective of whether he is here or not,” the warlord said sharply. Lerin turned a deep red. Arya had to bite back a smile at his thwarted fury. “I’m not retreating, and I don’t like repeating myself.” Then she swung her gaze to Arya. “How were you able to fight off the wraiths when they first attacked?”

“I used my vial of Khadini oil to light a brand—when I threw it into a cluster of them, the flame spread quickly. Their only other point of vulnerability seemed to be their eyes, but they’re quite small and a hard target to hit while their claws are raking at you.”

“What sort of help is Ranier proposing to give us?”

“He indicated he would put his fighters at our disposal, and his scouts will warn us of the approach of the creatures so that we’re not taken by surprise.”

The warlord waved a dismissive hand. “We can scout for ourselves and certainly don’t need half-starved criminals to fight when we have trained Raiders. No, I quite like the idea of allowing the wraiths and shadowhounds to wipe out the Shadeweavers on our behalf. Commander Lerin, would you agree that our priority is confirming the numbers of these creatures and determining whether they do, indeed, intend to attack Icecliff?”

“Yes, Warlord.” Lerin bit the words out. 

“Then let’s discuss how best to do that.” The warlord’s gaze lifted to Arya. “Well done on getting this information to us, Raider Nameless. Please pass on my thanks to your shield. You’re dismissed.”

Lerin waved a hand, already turning away from them. “Captain Sapontis, get back to your guard shift. We can ill afford to have fewer eyes up on the wall right now.”

Arya saluted, turned on her heel, and left, Sapontis right behind her.

As the door closed behind them, she began to feel the exhaustion and pain that had been tugging at her for hours settle like a weight on her shoulders. She’d done her duty, made it back to Icecliff with the warning. Further decisions were now in hands other than hers. Normally that would rankle so badly she’d be unable to sit still, but tonight she was glad to be able to eat and rest.

“You look like you’re about to fall over,” Sapontis said. “Get that leg looked at then get some rest, Arya. You deserve it.”

She woke to bells ringing through the fort. 

As soon as her brain processed that it wasn’t the once-off ring pattern that signalled the front gates opening, but was still pealing out, she shoved her blankets off and sat up, wincing when the movement tugged painfully at the new stiches in her leg.

“General alert.” Kait was scrambling out of her blankets in the cot across from Arya. “Best move quick.”

General alert meant all Raiders who heard it and weren’t on duty should dress, arm themselves, and report to the mess. Arya’s muscles had stiffened up overnight, and all her wounds ached abominably as she dragged on the several layers of her Raider uniform. She groaned all the way through it, scowling at Kait’s obvious amusement at her dramatics.

Both women buckled on their weapons’ belt last, then grabbed their cloaks from hooks lining the wall on their way out. The majority of the fort wasn’t heated, and particularly in winter, all layers were needed even just to head down to the mess for meals.

The members of their shield were milling about in the corridor outside. At Arya’s appearance, they headed down the hall. They’d barely made it to the end of their dormitory corridor when Shield Captain Sapontis appeared. Her grim expression cleared when she saw they were up and dressed. “We need your shield active. Wraiths and shadowhounds have been spotted near the walls.”

“How many?” Arya asked.

“It’s unclear—we haven’t sent any scouts out yet, but the Raiders on the eastern walls spotted them at first light, gathering in the forested slope to the south and east and cutting off the road down to Heathrock. Commander Lerin has ordered a full five shields deployed along the walls with four in reserve. Yours is assigned to the bridge.” She paused. “Arya, you’re good to keep temporary command of your shield?”

Arya nodded, saluted. “Yes, Captain. We’ll weapon up and head straight out. Do you know when the commander will send the scouts out? It would be good to have a better sense of what we’re facing.”

“I’ll let you know as soon as I do,” Sapontis said, then left, harried strides carrying her quickly away.

Air so cold it burned their lungs with every breath greeted Arya and her shield as they emerged onto the high, arching bridge that linked the two sections of Icecliff. She stared westward, up the forested mountainside looming over the fort. Winter sunshine shone over the Diamondfang peaks, setting alight their characteristic sparkle. Today, the usually stunning sight served only to put her in mind of the shadowhound fangs snapping inches from her throat the day before.

Below them, the main road up to the pass headed west for a couple hundred metres before disappearing out of sight around the mountain. The layer of snow covering it from an overnight fall was unbroken.

“I can’t see anything,” she called.

“Me either,” Charlin reported from where he and the others stood at the eastern side of the bridge, staring down the road towards Heathrock city.

“I’m no wraith expert,” Laskin said, “but I’d be highly surprised if they’re willing or able to move around in direct sunlight. They’ll be maintaining the cover of the trees along the south walls where the light is dim.” 

Arya glanced uselessly in that direction—the southern side of the fort was obscured by the buildings inside the walls. They needed to get scouts out while the weather was good.

The doors at the base of the bridge opened and Etan appeared, Allicen with him, her arm bulky with bandaging but otherwise looking well. Despite being on his feet, though, Etan was pale and drawn. Arya went straight to him, giving Allicen a brisk nod as she passed to join the others, then said quietly, “Are you up for this?” 

He straightened his shoulders. “I can stand and fight if it comes to it.”

“You were pretty cut up, Etan, and you lost a lot of blood. There’s no shame in resting a bit longer before joining us.”

“Our shield is undermanned already, Arya. I’m good to go, I promise. Besides, all we’re doing right now is standing and watching, right?”

Reading the determination in his eyes, Arya conceded. “Stick close to me. If we come under attack, I’ll cover you.”

“I’d appreciate that.” He smiled.

Arya swung to face the rest of the shield gathered at the top of the bridge. “Listen up! Allicen, Kait, you’ll take position on the eastern entrance to the bridge. Taze and Wattin, take the western entrance. Everyone else, split yourselves between the north and south sides of the bridge. Keep alert watch—if you see anything, sound the alarm at once.”

“Why haven’t they attacked yet?” Charlin asked as the Raiders dispersed to their assigned positions.

Arya forced a light-hearted smile and said loudly enough for them all to hear, “I don’t know, Charlin, probably because they caught a look at your terrifying face the other day and are too scared to come anywhere near it.”

Laughter followed her comment, and the tension eased. 

For now. 

She wondered how long the calm would hold once night fell or a storm blew in and hundreds of those horrifying creatures came at them.
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Dusk fell, and unease began creeping through the ranks, slow and insidious. Commander Lerin switched the four fresh shields onto duty and rested others. The air grew heavy with an increasing sense of threat, but it wasn’t one that they could see or defend themselves against. 

Arya sent someone to update the commander every hour or so and receive updates in turn. Each update left her increasingly frustrated. The creatures had been spotted north of the fort walls, which meant they were now probably surrounded on at least three sides, although it was impossible to confirm that. Commander Lerin still hadn’t sent out any scouts.

As if reading her mind, Laskin broke the comfortable silence they’d been sharing. “Standing around inside these walls watching and letting them prepare is a tactical error,” he grumbled. “As is not accepting Shadeweaver help. At least we’d have an idea of what was out there if they scouted for us.”

Arya felt a flicker of that remembered anger returning. “A Shadeweaver murdered Torsen in cold blood just a week ago. I don’t want them anywhere near us.”

“Even so.” It seemed like he was going to leave it there, but after a pause, he kept going. “There’s something you should know. About Darmanin in particular. His last name is Crowtalon.”

Arya spun to stare at him. “As in…?”

“As in Warlord Mathas Crowtalon’s younger son, yes. It took me a while to place him because he looks older, but I spent several years with the Crowtalon Lances and was assigned to the household guard for a time when the boy was young. Darmanin was always … unusual. The warlord threw him out of the household when he was eleven or so. The reason he gave at the time was wild behaviour not befitting a warlord’s son, but seeing Darmanin with the Shadeweavers … I wonder now if the warlord suspected his son had magic.”

Arya shrugged, turning her attention back to the fort’s surroundings. “Darmanin is a Shadeweaver now. His name makes no difference to anything.”

She could feel the scowl Laskin gave her without looking. “He was a child with no home, no resources, and was potentially a magic-wielder. He had nowhere else to go but the Shadeweavers, not if he wanted to survive.”

“That might be true, but he’s been with them for several years now. He’s one of them, and we need to treat him as such.” Arya shook her head. “I have no desire to compromise the safety of my shield-mates by fighting alongside murderers who’ve already killed mine.”

“And if fighting alongside them could save your shield-mates’ lives?”

She had no good answer for that.

“The Shadeweavers aren’t all assassins and criminals, you know. Nor are they all magic-wielders.” Laskin was relentless. “There are children, elderly, innocents among them. They’ll be slaughtered by these creatures, too, alongside the ones you hate.”                                          

“It was the warlord’s order to spurn their offer of help, not mine, Laskin,” she snapped, unsettled by his poking, by how true it was. 

The bridge door opened before Laskin could respond, and Captain Sapontis emerged to summon Arya to a meeting the warlord had requested. She left Laskin in charge and followed Sapontis, instantly appreciating the relative warmth of the interior of the fort. With relief, she shoved the cowl off her head and took off her gloves, stretching cold-numbed fingers. She’d lost feeling in her nose and ears so long ago she wasn’t even sure they were still attached to her face.

“Still nothing to the west?” Sapontis asked peremptorily.

“No, Captain. Why hasn’t Commander Lerin sent out any scouts to find out exactly what kind of numbers we’re facing?”

“No idea.” Sapontis was brisk, not inviting further questions, so Arya shut up.

Flickering wall sconces lit the meeting room, illuminating those present in a warm glow. The hearth crackled merrily and Arya shed her cloak before taking a seat, thrilled for once to be able to participate in a strategy discussion. She’d wanted to be part of these for so long, it felt incredibly good to finally be here. 

“We need to provoke these creatures into attacking, if indeed that’s what they intend,” Lerin was saying as Arya sat. “Morale is already wavering as fear sets in. I don’t want Raiders to start deserting.”

“That’s unlikely,” Thiara said witheringly. “They have nowhere to desert to, Commander.”

Arya stifled a smile at the warlord’s verbal slap, but she quickly looked away when those ice-blue eyes turned towards her, as if sensing Arya’s amusement.

The warlord continued, “However, I agree that fear will become a problem if we let a siege drag on. We want Raiders clear-headed and able to fight, not unmanned by panic. What is your assessment of the situation—what have our scouts told you?”

“I judged it too risky to send scouts out and possibly deplete our numbers further,” Lerin said. “My assessment is that the creatures haven’t attacked because they don’t have the numbers for it. Ranier was no doubt lying or exaggerating, or Raider Nameless got his information wrong. I’d say we’re simply dealing with a few wraiths and shadowhounds in search of prey—when they get too hungry, they’ll move on, and we are in a stronger position behind the walls.” The longer he’d spoken, the more Thiara Ravenstrike’s disapproval was clear, and even Lerin seemed to realise this, because he finished with a gritted, “You were right to caution me against retreating, Warlord.”

Throughout his report, Arya had veered from incomprehension of his failure to send scouts out, to fury at his implied insult, to shock that an assessment from a battalion commander could be so wrong. She shifted in her chair and searched the faces at the table, waiting for someone to speak up and point it out.

No takers.

“How are you assessing anything with confidence if you haven’t sent scouts to ascertain how many creatures there are and where they’re positioned?” The warlord’s voice was ice old. 

“I concede the attack on SheerRock was a blow, but they were unprepared,” Lerin blustered. “Now that Icecliff has been warned, the creatures have not tried to attack.”

That didn’t answer the warlord’s question. A few places down the table, Captain Sapontis shifted in her seat but stayed quiet. Nobody seemed inclined to point out the obvious.

Arya sat up straighter. “Respectfully, sir, I disagree. If they do not intend to attack, why are they coalescing here, instead of dispersing to hunt easier prey, like Shadeweavers or mountain animals? I consider it more likely that they are waiting for the right conditions. They attacked SheerRock at night, under the cover of darkness and during bad weather.”

“Raider Nameless has a point.” Thiara spoke before Lerin could, cutting him off once again. 

Lerin’s jaw tightened. “Warlord.” 

His agreement was delivered in a sharp tone, as if forced out. Arya wondered how long the commander of Icecliff Fort would keep doing as his warlord ordered.

Captain Sapontis spoke into the stiff silence that followed. “Irrespective of the creatures’ intentions, we need to take the offensive before fear and exhaustion set in.”

“Clear weather like we had today rarely holds for more than two days during winter,” another captain agreed. “As early as tomorrow we could be facing worsening snowfalls or a storm, which, if Raider Nameless is correct, means that’s when the creatures will attack.”

“Reserves from Heathrock should arrive within two days, as soon as General Desomer receives my bird and deploys them,” Thiara Ravenstrike said crisply. “We only need to hold out that long. I’ve also sent word to the High Warlord and all other warlords about the breach of our border. If we need further reinforcements, we’ll get them.”

Nobody responded to that immediately, but multiple shared looks went around the table. On this one, Arya was with the shield captains. If they were truly facing an attack, two days could be far too long, even if fresh shields from Heathrock were able to fight through the creatures cutting off the road to get to them.

“Warlord, if the fort is attacked, then we should expect that any shields deployed from Heathrock will face resistance in reaching us,” Sapontis said eventually.

“Acknowledged, Captain.” Thiara Ravenstrike inclined her head, thought for a moment, then said, “So we go on the offensive before we’re pushed into a corner. Ideas for that?”

Conversation started up again as Lerin and the captains discussed options, while the warlord interjected occasionally with a question or clarification. Arya grew increasingly irritated when it became apparent that most of the shield captains cared more about having their views heard than finding a workable solution. Not that it was easy to come up with a plan when they had so little information to work from.

Her thoughts turned to Laskin’s words earlier that day about the Shadeweavers. As little as she’d wanted to hear them, he’d had a point. The beginnings of an idea came to her.

“Sir, if I may?” Arya spoke into the next available silence. The table turned to stare at her, so she forged ahead. “I have an idea.”

“Raider—” Commander Lerin started, but the warlord spoke over him. 

“Tell us,” Thiara said, utterly uncaring of the fact her words had Lerin’s cheeks  flushing in the firelight, brows drawing close together. 

Arya sat forward. “My shield could ride west along the road—our goal to provoke the wraiths and shadowhounds into attacking us. If we can draw enough of them in, it would open up a gap in their lines surrounding the fort. It should also make quite clear how many creatures we’re facing. It’s possible we could clean them up alone. If not, and we’re overwhelmed, you could exploit the breach we create by sending a larger force of Raiders out to attack. If all goes well, we could mop them all up here and make sure they never get anywhere near Heathrock or Ravenstrike State.”

“What you’re suggesting is highly risky for your shield. You’re already undermanned.” One captain spoke up, doubt written all over his face. “If there are the hundreds of creatures out there Ranier warned of, you could be wiped out before the second force of Raiders hits the breach and breaks through—if you’re even able to create one in the first place.”

“Understood, sir. But my shield-mates and I have fought these creatures before, successfully, and that gives us an advantage. We’ll retreat inside the walls if we become overwhelmed, but even in that worst-case scenario we’ll have a better sense of the numbers we’re facing. How they respond to our attack will also tell us whether they’re a rational fighting force or hungry predators just looking for prey.”

Captain Sapontis nodded. “I think it’s worth a try. Commander?” 

“I think provoking an attack is a foolish idea when we’ve got a fort with impregnable walls designed to defend against anything,” Lerin said heavily. “I do not support this plan. We should wait the creatures out. They’ll either attack and spend themselves against our walls when they grow too hungry or disperse to find easier prey.”

Thiara Ravenstrike considered for a long moment, nails tapping idly on the wooden surface of the table. Everyone else waited, sipping at their mead or casting sidelong glances at Lerin, who had his arms crossed over his chest and wore an expression that was somewhere mixed between petulant toddler who’d had his toys taken away and superior condescension.

Then the warlord spoke. “I have weighed the risks and made my decision.” Thiara held his gaze. “We will enact Raider Nameless’ plan.”

A tense silence enveloped the room. From where it rested on the tabletop, Lerin’s hand curled into a fist. After a moment, the commander gave a jerky nod. “Yes, Warlord.”

“Then we proceed,” Thiara said. “I would suggest a dawn attack, if we can be ready for it? Let’s not give any bad weather time to roll in.”

“We can be ready, Warlord,” Arya promised.

Lerin turned to her. “You and your shield need to get a few hours of sleep if we’re moving at dawn. Captain Sapontis, your shield will replace them on the bridge. Both of you are dismissed.”

Arya pushed her chair back, saluted, and left the room. Sapontis caught up to her after a few strides. “Your plan is a brave one. But highly risky.”

“We’ll retreat if it becomes too dangerous, Captain.”

“If you have an opportunity to do so,” she pointed out.

Arya acknowledged that with a nod.

There was a silence, and then Sapontis said, “None of them will admit it out loud, but we need to break this stalemate for more reasons than the obvious.”

Arya lifted an eyebrow. “You mean like the fact Commander Lerin is about two seconds away from outright refusing to follow our new warlord’s orders?”

Sapontis glanced around the empty corridor around them, then lowered her voice. “Be careful of what you say out loud. You’re on enough thin ice as it is.”

Arya shrugged. She didn’t much care what Lerin thought of her.

“Good luck tomorrow.” Sapontis stopped at the junction where they were to part ways. “We’ll all be with you in spirit.”

“Appreciate that, Captain.”

Arya pushed open the double doors to the bridge, and Sapontis left to go and gather her shield.

“Listen up!” she spoke loudly enough for her voice to carry. “We’re off duty until dawn. Back to barracks and sleep.”

“What happens at dawn?” Charlin asked as they left their posts with sighs of relief and gathered around her.

She straightened her shoulders, let the fierceness she felt shine through her eyes and expression. “You’re getting your wish, Charlin. At dawn tomorrow, our shield is going monster hunting.”
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In the dark pre-dawn of the following morning, Arya’s shield gathered at the fort’s gates. No bells would ring today to signal their departure, and Raiders had spent the night hours oiling the hinges of the gate winch. 

Hopefully they’d take the creatures by surprise.

Arya hadn’t slept. Instead, she’d spent the time thinking about how to give her shield the best chance of success. As weary as she was, the joy she got from having command, to be able to plan and deploy her shield as she saw fit … she thrived on that feeling. Better yet, if she succeeded today, then Lerin would have no choice but to promote her. Her thoughts wandered down that track, thinking of the improvements she’d start making to their patrols, how she’d use her shield-mates in different ways to maximise their strengths, how…

A soft rumbling came from their left, breaking her from her thoughts: two Raiders rolling a barrel of Khadini oil across the cobblestones. They stopped, righted it, then opened it up before stepping away. A little squirm of guilt went through Arya. Her shield captain, a woman she’d respected and liked if sometimes chafed against, was dead, and Arya was already planning how she’d do her job better.

She should be focusing on getting her shield-mates out of this coming battle alive.

“Torch bearers, one at a time,” Arya told her shield quietly. “Douse them thoroughly, but make sure not to get any drops on your clothes.” 

One by one, they rode up to the barrel and dripped a cloth-wrapped torch into its contents. The fort had a limited supply, so they were careful not to waste a single drop.

A whinny came from the stables, and Arya glanced over her shoulder. More Raiders were appearing now, the five shields that would wait here, ready to ride out and attack the gap in the lines surrounding the fort that Arya’s shield would hopefully create.

Arya doused her torch last, waited until the material had soaked in and all extra liquid had dripped back into the barrel, then urged her horse forward to the head of their column. Dawn light crept across the sky. A breeze had kicked up, but the air was cold and clear; for the moment, the weather was on their side. “Ready?” she asked the shield.

A series of firm nods went down the column. She could read from their postures, the focus in their expressions, that they were prepared. A fierce smile crept across her face.

“Light us up,” Arya said to the Raiders standing near the barrel.

One by one, the two Raiders moved down the column, lighting the brands. At the same time, the guards on the gates began winching them open, the lack of screeching disconcerting.

Arya’s torch lit up with a whoosh as the Raider set it alight, and she held it carefully away from her body. The heat was so intense she could feel it even through the multiple layers she wore. Khadini oil was flammable enough to light up even damp wood, and it burned hotter than any other source.

As soon as the gates were opened wide enough to ride through, Arya didn’t hesitate. She gave the order and urged her mare into a canter. Her shield fell in seamlessly behind her, and they burst through the gate, thundering down the main road and turning west, under the bridge and up into the Diamondfang.

“Close in!” Arya shouted.

At her order, those carrying torches broke wide, giving space for the others to move into the centre of the column. The torch bearers then closed around them. The oil-fed flames flared bright in the dim light.

“Faster!” She urged her mare on. Her plan relied on building up enough speed and momentum that the creatures were forced into a quick decision to attack them en masse.

They made it a few hundred metres.

A long howl broke out, followed by another. Then a sibilant hiss, spreading through the trees to either side of the road. As the fort grew farther behind them, the forested slopes closing in over the road, creatures surged out of the trees.

The numbers gave Arya a jolt—they looked much closer to Ranier’s estimation than Lerin’s assessment—but she quickly recovered. She hadn’t been sure what they would face, but she had a plan to manage larger numbers. 

“Stay tight, keep moving forward!” Arya bellowed.

They made it another fifty metres before the creatures cut them off, boiling onto the road ahead. 

“Here it comes!” she shouted.

And then the creatures enveloped them, a dark cloud of hissing and snarls, the stench of rank fur filling the air and clogging her mouth and nose.

Arya swept her torch at the wraiths that dived for her, and they screamed, dodging away from the flames. Fire crackled and spit as it spread through those pressed too close together. More high-pitched screams echoed behind her, deafening in their intensity. The shadowhounds were less afraid of the fire, but the scent of burned fur soon filled the air as they tried and failed to break through the circle of burning brands. 

“Fire at will!” Arya roared.

The Raiders riding on the periphery held the creatures at bay with their flaming torches while those in the centre drew arrows and loosed them, quick and accurate. Arya pushed the shield onwards, even as the wraith pack became denser and shadowhounds snapped at her mare’s fetlocks. Their place slowed to a crawl, but they kept moving. She wielded her torch like a sword, not able to let up for a second for fear of letting a wraith or shadowhound through.

If the integrity of the fire circle was broken, they’d be lost.

Arrows hissed from the protected centre, dropping one hound after another. Any wraith that got close enough to the torches burst into flame, screaming, the fire spreading to any others that made the mistake of getting too close. The noise was shrill enough that it became hard to focus. 

A glance backward to check on her shield-mates proved a costly mistake. A wraith dived at Arya’s neck, hissing. She jerked violently backwards, almost toppling off her horse. The wraith changed direction quickly, and she was forced to let go of the reins so she could pull her dagger and stab it through the eyes. Its death shriek rang through her ears for several moments afterward. Ash spattered her cowl and jerkin, the foul scent filling her nose.

The noise and fire soon proved too much for even their well-trained mounts, and the shield’s forward momentum faltered as horses fought their riders and tried to flee. Concentration split between fighting and maintaining the integrity of their formation.

They fought desperately, utterly beset. Arya couldn’t see anything but writhing blackness, snapping jaws, and rippling bright flame. She swung her torch ceaselessly, barely managing to keep the things off her. Shield-mates flashed in and out of sight. Somehow, they were staying together and holding formation.

But for each creature they killed, another took its place. There were too many. If they stayed still, they’d be overwhelmed.

“Forward!” she shouted above the chaos, making a quick decision to push forward instead of retreat—if they could break clear of this pack, then they could turn back and trap the creatures between her shield and the second force that should be emerging from Icecliff any moment. “Let’s try and get clear!”

Dragging her mare’s head around, Arya loosened the reins and allowed the horse the panicked canter that she wanted, hoping her shield would be able to follow. They did, slowly, but surely. Her arm burned with the effort of swinging the torch, sweat slicked her skin, and breath burned in her chest. The screeching of dying wraiths pounded in her brain, making it almost impossible to think straight.

And then they were through.

Open road lay ahead of them, the layer of snow over its surface unbroken, winding ever higher into the mountains. Arya wheeled her horse around, lifting her torch high, and swore aloud at what she saw.

They’d succeeded beyond her expectations. An unbelievable number of wraiths and shadowhounds had been drawn out of the surrounding forest to attack Arya’s shield, and they massed on the road between her shield and the fort.

Ranier had been right about their numbers.

But the backup force of Raiders wasn’t exiting the fort quickly enough, and the creatures were already coalescing to surge after Arya’s shield. Shit. Shit. Shit. She thought quickly, then opened her mouth to call the order to flee down the road. Maybe they could ride fast enough to get clear, then double back around to…

Movement blurred at the top of the escarpment to the south, right above where the monsters were massing on the road—a small number of hooded fighters scrambling down the rocky surface, armed to the teeth. They moved as a loose group, no formation, no structure, just determined purpose.

The Shadeweavers had come.

At first Arya panicked, assuming they were joining the attack in retaliation for their truce offer being ignored. 

But then the first of the Shadeweavers hit the road’s surface and a shadowhound leaping towards her died mid-leap, an arrow through its throat. Arya looked up, her gaze falling on Leanir’s now familiar figure. He stood atop the escarpment, coolly firing arrow after arrow. Not one single one missed its target that she could see. 

“Hold!” she roared to her shield, who, like Arya, had been turning their horses in preparation to flee. “Contain them here!”

With the Shadeweavers hitting the creatures on the southern flank, if Arya’s shield could contain them from fleeing west along the road, they could break the siege.

Instantly, her shield turned, torch bearers re-forming around the archers, who were busy unhooking their spare quiver of arrows and tossing the empty ones aside. She thought her heart would burn with pride.

“Not one creature gets past us!” she ordered. “ATTACK!” 

And then they slammed into the seething mass of wraiths and shadowhounds and all was chaos again. She did her best to keep to the edge of the cluster, snapping off orders to make sure her shield contained the creatures from fleeing west and wading in to help when a side was vulnerable or a back uncovered.

At some point she heard a rumble in the distance, over the sound of snarling and hissing and cries of battle. She looked down the road, hope building in her.

The second force of five shields from Icecliff came into sight, bloodred uniforms bright against white snow, riding out to attack the now-diluted force of wraiths and shadowhounds remaining near the walls of the fort. As they did, many of the creatures attacking Arya and the Shadeweavers peeled away, streaking down the road to attack the new force. 

Finally.

A wraith swiped at her, and Arya turned her attention back to the fight, renewed energy flooding her tired muscles. “We’ve got this!” she bellowed to her shield. “The second force is out. Just a little longer and we’ll be sipping celebratory rum over the corpses of these things.”

It was bitter and fierce, but the Shadeweavers entering the fray made the difference. A frantic, exhausting half hour later, and Raiders and Shadeweavers alike stood on the cleared road, splattered with gore, staring at over a hundred shadowhound carcasses scattered across the snowy road darkened with blood and piles of greasy ash.

There were no Raider or Shadeweaver bodies among them.

Arya blinked, lifted a sleeve to wipe the gore and sweat from her face, then did a headcount of her shield. All fifteen still sat their horses. Next, she stared down the road towards Icecliff. Large numbers of mounted Raiders were visible in the trees around the fort, but it seemed the fight there was almost over too.

She let out a shuddering gasp of relief. They’d made it. Triumph surged in the wake of relief, rushing through her in a heady wave. Her plan had worked. A grin stretched across her face, and she was about to turn to her shield and promise two extra shots of rum after dinner, when Taze murmured beside her, gesturing to the Shadeweavers, “They saved us just now.”

Even as he spoke, Darmanin set out towards them with quick strides. Arya immediately refocused, hand falling to the hilt of her sword. His companions—no more than fifteen or so in number—lingered by the edge of the road, but now they held the reins of their mounts. Leanir was not among them.

“You helped us,” Arya greeted him, wary. “Why would Ranier do that after—?”

“He didn’t. I chose to help,” he cut her off. “We don’t have time to demand answers of each other if we’re going to chase down and destroy what remains of those creatures. Your Raiders dealt with a large part of their force, but stragglers have fled west, deeper into the Diamondfang.”

“How do you—” Arya cut herself off. Better not to know. “You’re suggesting we join forces?”

“I want to keep my people safe, and you presumably want the same for your Raiders.” He cast his gaze over them. “I’ve seen how you look out for them. A brief and strategic alliance until the creatures are all dead is what I offer.”

“Without Ranier’s approval?”  

Impatience flashed over his face, a look that made him seem nothing like a child. “We need to move now if we’re going to do this, Raider.”

Her instinct was to refuse any Shadeweaver help, but she’d just watched them battle wraiths and shadowhounds as fiercely as her Raiders had. And having their support meant they could go after the creatures now, rather than waiting for Lerin to approve sending backup shields from Icecliff.

And she wanted every one of those things dead so they could never threaten her shield-mates again. 

Arya met Darmanin’s fey-grey eyes and nodded. “Offer accepted. We’ll ride along the road at speed, cut them off before they can reach the pass over the Diamondfang.”

Darmanin shook his head. “That’s not how they came through.” 

“We don’t know that the roadblock up at the pass hasn’t been compromised too. You said they were heading west—there’s a good chance they’re looking to flee back over the border.”

“They didn’t come here just to run back home so quickly,” he said decidedly. “I can find them faster. Look for me.”

Before she could say anything else, he stalked off, muttering something to the nearest Shadeweaver as he went.

“Arya, we need to report in,” Laskin said at her shoulder. “We don’t have authority to—”

“If we waste time reporting in, the creatures will have too much of a head start and we might never find them all. They’ll remain a threat to us and Ravenstrike.” She turned her horse. “Who’s up for chasing down what’s left of those creatures and wiping them out for good?”

A series of nods and calls signalled her weary shield was up for a chase. She grinned at them, then searched out Etan with her gaze. He was bone white and barely able to sit straight in the saddle. “Etan, ride back to Icecliff and let Commander Lerin know what we’re doing.”

“Arya—”

“That’s an order. Your courage is not in doubt, Etan, but I won’t risk your life on this. You need rest,” she said firmly. “Everyone else, we ride at the canter. I want to catch those things before they get back over the border.”

“What about them?” Charlin pointed at the Shadeweavers who’d been with Darmanin. They were sitting their horses a short distance off, a surly lot, but clearly waiting.

“You let me worry about them. Come on, now, we’re already losing too much ground. Let’s go!”

They lurched into movement immediately, but Arya held her mare in. Some instinct—a prickling under her skin—making her pause and stare into the trees where Darmanin had disappeared.

She could just make out where he’d stopped a few metres into the brush. Arya squinted, trying to see better into the gloom. It looked like the boy closed his eyes in concentration, then his hands—which had been closed into fists—relaxed and opened. A shudder went through him, and he tossed his head back, the entire line of his body turning rigid. 

Then, he changed.

It was impossible to describe better than that. But one by one, human limbs became something unhuman.

Within moments, a black shadowhound stood where a human boy once had.
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Arya stared. 

Darmanin shook himself, almost as if letting tension out of his body, then he loped off deeper into the trees, soon vanishing from sight.

Yet Arya continued to stare after him. The black shadowhound who’d helped them when they’d been ambushed. The shadowhound she’d risked her life to save in the heat of that battle. It had been Darmanin. A magic-wielder.

“Nice trick.” 

She spun, only then realising that Laskin had remained while the rest of the column and the Shadeweavers cantered down the road, almost out of sight now.

He smiled at her look. “I’ve always got your back.”

She huffed. “Thanks, Laskin.”

“That’s an interesting magical ability, and one that helped save all our lives the other day,” Laskin said, glancing back into the trees. “A shame having it means he’ll be exiled and shunned for the rest of his life.”

“We’d best hurry.” Arya ignored his pointed comment and pressed her calves to her mare’s side, pushing her into a gallop after the others. 

Once they caught up, Arya moved into the gap between the Raiders and trailing Shadeweavers, a lone buffer between the two groups, which would hopefully forestall any trouble. She sent Laskin ahead to lead the shield.

As they rode, the sun rose higher into the sky, turning the snowy line of the Diamondfang into a fiery explosion of pink and gold colour. The light illuminated the way as the road narrowed into an icy gorge. Little shivers danced over Arya’s skin. It was an eerie experience, riding along a deserted highway with only the high gorge walls surrounding them.

The road wound upwards through the gorge for a few miles until emerging onto a wide plateau. The Diamondfang peaks spread out for miles around them, the tallest ones wreathed in cloud and hidden from sight. The Raider column slowed to an almost halt, staring around in wonder, and Arya found herself doing the same.

She’d never seen anything so stunning in her life.

“The home of the Etherean,” Kait murmured, her words echoing across the plateau. “I wish I could meet one.”

“You never will, if the warlords have any say in it,” Laskin said. “They don’t want any more to do with Etherean magic than they do Sky Lord magic. The Khadini too. And the Etherean know it. They’ll stay safe up here in their mountain home as they have for decades.”

“What magic?” Kait asked. 

“Healing,” Wattin said, a note of wistfulness in his voice. “They are masters of it.”

“What is there to hate about healing magic? Or any kind of magic, really.” Taze frowned.

“Those with magic have tools that the rest of us have no defence against, and there are no boundaries or rules that govern how they’re used. It’s unfair and dangerous,” Allicen said. 

Taze said, “I disagree. Sure, magic is an extra ability, but it’s not that different from being stronger than others, or having better eyesight, or being born incredibly clever. Isn’t it how you choose to use those things that matters?”

Everyone stared at him. Arya had never heard it put like that, but now that she had, she turned it around in her mind, then tucked it away for further thinking about when not on a dangerous mission.

Charlin snorted. “Magic is shunned in Dunidaen because it’s feared by the warlords—it’s a direct threat to their power and authority. Andahar and their Sky Lords were all fine and dandy as allies when they were benevolent rulers, but when the Nightstalker turned on his own and killed them all, he demonstrated what magic could do if turned against us.”

“Enough chatter!” Arya had given them a moment to enjoy the sight, but every second they wasted the creatures could be getting farther away. “We keep moving, eyes alert. Faster, now.”

The pass was barely a mile farther along. The road widened, then flattened out for a short distance until it hit a massive rockfall reaching a quarter-mile or so high, covered in a layer of ice and snow. The trading post that had once been one of the busiest buildings on the continent stood on the north-facing mountainside, rambling and in severe disrepair.

“Let’s take a closer look,” Arya ordered. “Make sure it hasn’t been compromised.”

They crawled all over the lower parts of the rockfall, but there was no sign anybody had touched it in decades. Ice had frozen most of it into place, and the thick layer of snow over it was untouched.

The Shadeweavers hunkered down a good distance away, silent as they watched the Raiders clamber over the rockfall. Arya was sure she wasn’t imagining the amusement in the looks they shot each other, though.

“Wraiths could probably get over that, but not shadowhounds,” Laskin offered once they were done. “And humans couldn’t without climbing gear and expertise. I don’t think anything has come this way in a very long time.”

“Agreed.” She let out a breath. “So this part of the border isn’t breached, and the creatures don’t seem to be trying to flee home this way. That’s two pieces of useful information.” 

“It begs the question of where they are going, though.”

“Back to the underground road? Gathering somewhere for another attack?”

“Maybe. If it’s the first, they’re probably too far ahead of us now to catch them.”

“Why’d they head west instead of south for SheerRock if they intended to cross the border that way, though?”

Laskin shrugged. “It might be time to turn back, report in. Commander Lerin can decide the best way to send out patrols to sweep the Wraith Forest and Diamondfang for the remaining creatures.”

Arya snorted. “It’s become quite clear to me that Lerin can’t strategise his way out of a bowl of oatmeal. No, we need to get them now, Laskin, while they’re on the back foot and fleeing. Not when they’ve had time to get stronger and re-position.”

“We’re undermanned, Arya, not to mention bloodied and tired. We—”

“Arya’s right. We should keep going,” Charlin called across. “We’re all good to go.”

Laskin glanced between her and the rest of the shield, who clearly agreed with Charlin and Arya, then let out a resigned sigh. “Fine. Far be it from me to insert some sense into this unapproved and risky mission.” 

Darmanin chose that moment to return, simply walking onto the road and ignoring all the puzzled looks coming his way from the Raiders. The Shadeweavers rose silently to their feet, and one handed Darmanin the reins of his horse.

Arya clapped her hands at the sight of the boy’s nod. He’d found the creatures. “Mount up, quickly now. We’ve got their trail.”

By nightfall, both riders and horses were exhausted. They’d followed Darmanin all afternoon, over rough, tricky terrain that taxed all of them to their limits.

The wraiths and shadowhounds had dispersed into smaller groups rather than staying together, which confused Arya to no end. They pushed hard, catching up to the groups one by one. Each encounter led to intense, vicious fighting, but the smaller numbers meant the combined force of Raiders and Shadeweavers had the advantage each time. And while the Raiders had superior arms and fighting style, Arya was quickly forced to admit that the Shadeweaver knowledge of the terrain had them moving faster and safer than her shield would have otherwise.

As the sun grew low, Arya ordered a halt. “Going on in the dark will only risk lives,” she said when Darmanin protested. “It doesn’t look like the creatures are trying to flee back over the border or head down into Ravenstrike State, so we can pick this up at first light after everyone has rested.”

“And what about Shadeweaver camps?” he demanded.

“We haven’t come across a single one of those today, either. The creatures are on the run. They’re not attacking anything.” Arya spoke firmly. “We rest for the night.”

He took this with ill grace but presumably accepted her words, because he communicated her orders to the Shadeweavers. Then he disappeared back into the trees.

Their Shadeweaver companions found the ideal spot to make camp in a lee in the rock of the mountainside, with a clear view around them that would forestall a sneak attack. The horses they left tethered on a section of the slope above, where they could paw through the snow to graze.

The Shadeweavers remained uncommunicative as they chose a corner of the space and organised themselves, while the Raiders settled down opposite them.

“We’re not going to have any problems, right?” Arya addressed them bluntly.

One of the women bared her teeth. “Sleep tight, little Raider. You have nothing to fear from us tonight.”

Even so, Arya set a guard rotation and noticed the Shadeweavers doing the same.

She had to stifle a laugh. So much trust.

Arya, the last to curl up on the hard ground after making sure her shield were all settled, was still awake when Darmanin returned. He stepped lightly over the sleeping bodies and crouched beside her to murmur, “There’s nothing nearby that could pose a danger to us.”

“Do you have a sense of where the creatures are going, what their intentions are?”

“If I had to guess, I’d say all they’re trying to do is get clear of pursuit.” He frowned. “They don’t seem to be trying to make it to a central location or join their strength. It’s almost like…”

“Like what?”

“Like they have individual purposes … no, more like … whatever it is they’re trying to do, it doesn’t need all of them.” He sounded frustrated, like he couldn’t articulate it the way he wanted to.

“Or they’re just wild animals who managed to get across the border and are now behaving just like any snow leopard or bear. Looking for prey.” Except for the whole digging through the roadblock and taking out an entire fort thing. She sighed. 

“I doubt it,” he murmured, mostly to himself.

Arya almost left it there, but curiosity prompted her to say, “Contravening Ranier’s orders,” she said, “I imagine that’s a dangerous thing to do.”

Quicksilver grey eyes flashed in her direction. “I make my own choices, Raider. I am beholden to nobody.”

Those words rang with sincerity, not immature arrogance. It resonated so strongly with Arya’s sense of herself—that she was capable, just as capable, if not more so, than any adult or man, despite her age—that it took her a moment before she said, “I doubt that’s how Ranier sees those under his command. Why would you even want to help us?”

“Ranier has his pride too, and it was infringed upon when your commanders refused to accept his help. But that did not change how vulnerable we Shadeweavers are to these creatures. So I left with those who felt the same, and we waited near Icecliff in case we could be of help. When I saw you were close to being overwhelmed, we acted.”

“So it wasn’t because I saved your life the other day?” she challenged softly.

There was a brief, still silence. But all he said was, “That is a debt still to be repaid, Raider.” He rose to his feet.

“Darmanin?”He turned back, eyes glimmering.

“You’re really Warlord Crowtalon’s son?”

He nodded once, his expression betraying no surprise that she knew this. She met his gaze, seeing in those depths a boy who was as fierce and desperate for strength and autonomy as she was. A Shadeweaver, but in some ways a kindred spirit. 

“My name is Arya.”

His mouth curled in a slight smile, and then he turned away, disappearing into the shadows of night.
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Arya took over watch in the early hours. After sending Taze to his blankets, she settled against a nearby tree, staring out into the night, entranced by the silvery glitter of moonlight on snow. 

There’d been too many clear days in a row. More bad weather would hit them soon.

That was the last thought she remembered having before she fell asleep, her exhausted body finally giving in.

The hum of voices drifted into her dreams.

“She embodies all of their worst traits,” one voice said, unhappy.

“In addition to some of their better ones,” a different one added. This voice sounded familiar, but she couldn’t quite place it. “Cerilla said her Raiders fought like soldiers led by a strong leader.”

“Perhaps,” the first voice conceded. “But I am concerned about what we could be letting loose on the world. Perhaps it is best to let things lie, Elder.”

“Letting things lie could lead to our end. The closing of borders and trade is increasingly impacting our ability to feed and clothe our people. There is only so much we can do to provide for ourselves in such harsh terrain, and our stores run dangerously low. Bartering with the Storm Isles pirates isn’t enough to fix that.”

“You don’t have to keep reminding us, we see it for ourselves,” came the testy response. “But she is not necessarily the answer, not how she has grown, a precocious bundle of anger and pride. We should have intervened sooner if we wanted to pin our hopes on her.”

“You know that was not possible.” The second voice shivered with frustration, like this was something he’d said many times before. “We are taking significant risks, I’m aware, but we have little choice. If we do nothing, Rithil, we face certain destruction.”

“But taking the wrong course of action will only hasten that destruction.”

A sigh. “I know.”

Something about the tone of that sigh was sharp enough to draw Arya from sleep. She opened her eyes, blinking, into direct sunlight, only to glimpse a huddle of winged men nearby.

Winged men.

Shock flooded her and she sat upright, scrabbling for her sword. Sharply muttered words broke out at her movement, and wings rustled, air washed over her, and then a single Etherean stood above her, mostly hidden by the sunlight shining into her eyes. He didn’t appear to be a threat, but even so, she lurched to her feet and drew her sword.

As she did so, another winged man dropped out of the sky to land a few paces behind his companion, holding a nocked bow pointed at her heart. The silver-white hair of both men gleamed too bright in the morning sun, and Arya had to blink a few times before she could look directly at their faces. They were lean, too lean to carry what had to be the heavy weight of the wings hanging from their backs. And unlike the Raiders and Shadeweavers, they didn’t wear layers, only a simple tunic and breeches, with laced boots. They should be freezing.

Raven’s balls, she’d fallen asleep on watch! And missed some kind of Etherean invasion? She rubbed at her eyes again. Nope, two winged men still stood in front of her.

“Put the bow down, Cerilla.” The winged man closest to her spoke to his companion, then lifted his hands, palm open as he turned back to Arya. His wings were pale blue and he wore an aura of authority that the other man had lacked. There was something about him that nagged at her, though she couldn’t quite place it. “I’m not here to hurt you, Raider Nameless. I would speak with you, if you will allow it?”

“Where did the others go? The ones you were talking to.” She scanned the campsite frantically. But her Raiders slept on unharmed, Shadeweavers too, even Darmanin. The single Shadeweaver guard snored softly. She couldn’t believe she’d fallen asleep on watch. She’d never done that. Arya’s gaze narrowed in suspicion. “You put us to sleep with your healing magic?”

“We mean no harm,” he repeated. “You are safe. In fact, I believe Cerilla brings good news.”

“Elder.” The second man took a step forward. “My warrior scouts have located and destroyed all remaining wraiths and shadowhounds.”

Arya stared at him. “You did what now?” 

The elder smiled. There was something naggingly familiar about him, but she couldn’t quite place it. “We came to provide assistance in destroying the monsters that attacked your forts. Cerilla and his warriors have done an admirable job as you slept. Consider it a token of our good intentions.”

Arya rubbed at her face. This was all feeling rather surreal, but she figured staring at the two Etherean like a goggling fool wasn’t the best look for the leader of a shield. “How did you even know about that?”

“There is little that occurs in the Diamondfang that we are not aware of. You can be sure all wraiths and shadowhounds have been dealt with,” Cerilla said. The politeness was overlaid with a tone of condescension, as if he assumed this would have been impossible without Etherean help.

Arya stared at him, torn between insult, confusion, and wonderment. 

The elder seemed to recognise this. “Cerilla, leave us please. Raider Nameless will not hurt me.”

Cerilla didn’t look pleased about this instruction, but he didn’t argue, simply lifted into the sky. His wings gleamed as they caught the sunlight. The remaining Etherean smiled at her. “Do I not look familiar to you, Raider Nameless?”

The moment he said that, it clicked into place, and her eyes widened. This was the man she’d seen in her dreams. 

He was real?

“Who are you?” she asked.

“I am Salyarin, the elder of the Etherean. I am the equivalent of a High Warlord in your country.” He gestured away from the camp. “Walk with me? My warriors watch over your camp, and no harm will come to you or yours while we are gone. It is best, however, that nobody hear what we speak of.” 

Arya baulked. “You let me wake a single Raider, one I trust, to keep watch. Or I don’t go with you.”

He let out a sigh. “Very well.”

She crossed to where Laskin lay curled up and woke him with a touch. As succinctly as she could, she explained the situation, still not quite believing it herself. “Will you keep watch while I’m gone?”

He took this equably, although maybe that was just because he was still half asleep. Either way he sat up, pushed his blankets off, and made sure his sword was within reach. “Take too long and I’ll rouse this whole camp to come after you.”

“Thanks, Laskin.” Arya returned to the elder, falling into step with him as he led her a short distance away to the banks of a frozen-over stream. 

The Etherean paused here, his wings hanging loosely by his side. Arya found herself fascinated by the way his feathers ruffled in the icy breeze. His wings were so intricate—and they were powerful enough to carry him through the sky. Amazing. Abruptly, she had a flash of seeing those same wings in her dreams.

She slowly looked up to his face. “The dreams I’ve been having, they were real … that was you? And in the last one, you saw me.” But how… a shudder went through her. Magic.

“I’ve been trying to find you for a very long time,” he said. “Too long.”

She shivered as another icy gust of air swept through the trees. “Why?”

The elder held her gaze. “Because you are the true heir to the Andahari throne.”

The moment froze as she waited for the joke to land, for a clarification, but … nothing. He merely stared expectantly at her. 

Arya coughed out a laugh. “That’s … Elder, I’m very sorry, but you’re talking to the wrong person.”

He gave her a knowing look. “I’m afraid I’m not. You are the true heir, and you are the only one that can destroy the Nightstalker and re-take the throne.”

Arya lifted a hand to massage suddenly throbbing temples. The conversation was veering from surreal to fairy-tale territory. “And how is it that you know that, exactly?”

“That is a secret I cannot share. But I am certain, Arya Nameless. It is you.” He gave her a sympathetic smile. “It’s why I’m here so abruptly rather than taking time to properly introduce you to the idea. You were in immediate danger and needed our help.”

She straightened. “You mean the wraiths and shadowhounds? We had that under control. And am I supposed to take you at your word that they’ve all been destroyed?” 

“You don’t understand.” A grim look closed over his face. “Arya, those creatures were sent to find you. That’s why we breached our exile and came—we had to make sure every single one of them was killed before any could either kill you or return to Andahar to report to their master that you’d been found.”

She looked at him blankly. “Even if your frankly impossible claim was true, why would they be looking for me now?”

“We don’t know for sure, but as the heir to Andahar you are a potential Sky Lord, Arya. We have little insight inside Andahar’s borders, but given your age, it is possible that a wyvern has been born and that word of it reached the Nightstalker. He would know instantly what that meant.”

Heir to Andahar and a Sky Lord. Arya shook her head, “Elder, it’s just not possible. I’m not what you think I am. I have no magic, for a start.”

His gaze searched her face. “Have you had dreams of a wyvern? Of anything unusual?”

She snorted. “My only unusual dreams are those I’ve had of you.” 

“Perhaps that is best for now,” he said, almost to himself. “Without magic, you will be harder to track, and if there is no wyvern born … but how then did he learn of you?”

“Or you’ve got the wrong person,” she said again, more pointedly this time.

“I have not.” There was so much certainty in his voice it gave her chills. “There are always five Sky Lords, Arya, which means there are four others. You must find them before the Nightstalker finds and kills them too. Like he did to your grandfather, the last true king of Andahar, and his Sky Lords.”

“Oh, I see. So I have to re-take a throne and find a bunch of special children?”

“I am not telling you this for your amusement!” Frustration marred his fey features. “It is imperative you hear what I say. You must find them.”

“And how do I do that?”

“They will have a magical ability,” the elder said, expelling a sigh. “I wish I could be more specific, but I believe you will know them when you meet them. It will be an instinct as strong as breathing.”

Arya frowned as a thought occurred to her. “Being able to shapeshift into a shadowhound, is that the sort of thing you’re talking about?”

The elder stilled, face turning grave. “That’s exactly what I’m talking about. Do you know such a person?”

Arya said nothing, part of her unwilling to betray Darmanin’s existence, even though she didn’t understand the instinct to protect him.

“If you have, you must protect him, Arya.” The elder’s voice was thick with intensity. “I cannot stress the importance of it. He must be cared for. Do you understand?”

“I don’t understand any of this!” she snapped.

“I appreciate that, but there was no other way,” he said. “You are too close to the Diamondfang. I counsel you to leave, travel elsewhere in Dunidaen, as far south as you can go. The Nightstalker almost had you in his grasp, and he won’t stop looking now he knows you exist. You threaten everything he’s built.”

She wanted to scoff again, but something in his face prevented that. “I know you warn me sincerely, but you’re wrong. My place is here with the Raiders.”

He gave a reluctant nod. “At least remember what I say, and be careful. That will have to do for now, Raider Nameless. Look for me in your dreams.”

“What a delightful prospect,” Arya muttered.

Her gaze trailed him as he winged into the sky, heading for one of the distant peaks. Once he was gone from sight, she shook her head and ran a hand over her eyes.

Born for a purpose. She snorted. What a ridiculous notion.

But … the elder had given a reason for the monsters’ presence that neatly fit their behaviour. Take out SheerRock so they could sneak through undetected to hunt her. Then once they’d picked up her trail—scent, magic, something else?—they’d tracked her to Icecliff Fort, looking to identify which Raider she was. It explained why they’d fled and dispersed after the attack from Icecliff without any apparent destination in mind.

Not all of them needed to find her. Just one hound or wraith. And then get back over the border to report to their master.

Arya sucked in a breath. That look of recognition in the shadowhound’s eyes as it had crouched atop her. Could she truly have been what it was hunting for?

She laughed aloud at herself. She could be arrogant sometimes, but to think a hundreds-strong force of creatures had been sent over the border, had killed an entire fort of people, just to find her?

Ridiculous.

Arya turned and headed back to her shield. She arrived at the camp to find Raiders and Shadeweavers alike awake and staring warily up at the handful of Etherean hovering in the sky above. They were watching protectively as the elder had promised.

The moment they saw Arya appear, the Etherean warriors turned and winged higher into the sky, soon disappearing completely from sight.

“To be clear, they were Etherean, right?” Kait asked, wide-eyed.

“Indeed they were.” Laskin nodded, one hand running over his stubble, a tell-tale sign he was mulling over something. A couple of the Raiders shot each other dark looks, no doubt remembering what Laskin had said the previous day about them having magic.

Wattin shook his head in wonder. “Never thought I’d see the day.” 

“Enough gawking.” Arya clapped her hands. “Tack up and prepare for departure. Darmanin, the Etherean tell me they’ve tracked and destroyed the remaining creatures. Is that something you can confirm?”

“You can’t trust their word on that.” Darmanin stepped forward, arms crossed over his chest. His Shadeweavers hadn’t moved to mount up either.

Arya snorted. “Like I can trust yours? At least no Etherean has ever murdered my shield-mates.” She sighed. “Why do you think I’m asking you to confirm that they did what they said they did?”

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“The Etherean withdrew from formal relations with Dunidaen and Khadini at the same time as Andahar—” Darmanin began.

“I don’t need a history lesson, Darmanin.”

“—so have you asked yourself why they’re breaching that agreement now to help a single shield of Raiders track down some wraiths and shadowhounds?”

She eyed him. No part of her wanted to pass on any of the elder’s wild claims. She had no interest in being laughed off the plateau. “I imagine that, much like you Shadeweavers, the Etherean aren’t too keen on having such a threat roaming through their home.”

Darmanin’s mouth tightened. Such a stubborn, angry boy. “Shadowhounds aren’t getting anywhere near the peaks where the Etherean live, Raider Nameless. I doubt wraiths are either.”

She wasn’t arguing any further with him. “Are you willing to confirm the Etherean’s claims or not?”

His mouth thinned, but he gave a terse nod.

“Thank you. We’ll start making our way east to Icecliff, combing the mountains as we go. If you find any sign there are more creatures, come and let us know.”

He stalked off without another word, and this time his Shadeweavers went with him. It was likely for the best. Instinct told her the Etherean were as good as their word—that and the fact that the elder had seemed so desperately worried about leaving any of them alive.

Raiders and Shadeweavers were enemies who had been forced by circumstance to fight together for a brief time. None were under any doubt that, now the threat seemed to be over, they would go back to killing each other. 

It didn’t exactly leave room for warm goodbyes. 

Still, Arya’s gaze lingered in the direction Darmanin went, the Etherean’s words still echoing through her thoughts. He’d been so insistent, so urgent, that she protect Darmanin. Still, there was little she could do. He wouldn’t come back to Icecliff with her, even if she thought that was a good idea. 

She shook off her thoughts. Whatever the creatures’ purpose in coming to Dunidaen, the threat they posed was neutralised. The Raiders at Icecliff had done their job. “Mount up,” she called to her shield.

Charlin cleared his throat. None of the shield moved towards their horses. “Arya, what in raven’s balls did an Etherean want to talk to you about?”

She shrugged. “To tell me his warriors had tracked down the remaining wraiths and shadowhounds. Come on now, let’s get off this blasted cold rock. We’ll sweep for creatures as we go, but unless we hear otherwise from our Shadeweaver tracker, we’ll be sleeping in our warm beds tonight.”

A ragged cheer followed her words. Everyone except Laskin headed for their horses. He gave her a look that suggested he knew very well there’d been more to her conversation with the elder. She lifted her eyebrow. He crossed his arms over his chest. She grinned and broke his gaze, striding over to her mare. He grumbled and followed.

A sense of warm contentment settled over Arya at the thought of returning to Icecliff. She wasn’t sure why the Etherean had thought she could be the heir to Andahar. She was a Raider to the bone, a soldier comfortable with a sword in her grasp and a horse under her. And now that she’d earned the right to be promoted to shield captain, her days ahead were filled with new purpose. The urge to lead, to plan, to have a say and affect the outcome—it was as much a part of her as breathing. And now she’d finally get the chance to use it.

She ignored the little voice deep down that whispered that being queen of Andahar would give her even more power than she’d dreamed of.

It was only as the shield rode away, heading east towards Icecliff, that Arya realised something. When she’d raised someone with shapeshifting ability, the elder had immediately referred to them as a ‘he.’ Yet she hadn’t given a gender. Had Salyarin already known whom she was referring to, and if so, why had he kept that from her?

Who was Darmanin?
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A Raider ran over as soon as Arya’s shield rode through the gates of Icecliff and reined in. “Commander Lerin wants to see you at once, Arya.” 

“Of course he does,” she muttered, then turned to the shield and lifted her voice. “See to your horses, then straight to the healers before anything else. Wattin, you make sure of that. Sleep in as long as you like tomorrow.”

The familiar relief of being safe within high stone walls was palpable as it swept through the group, light chatter breaking out despite how tired they all were. Arya smiled at it, that shimmer of triumph sweeping through her again as she dismounted to head inside. 

They’d done good.

Lerin sat at a large table in his quarters, concentrating on several pieces of parchment before him, a mug of something sweet-smelling steaming at his elbow. His hair was askew, his fleshy face grey with tiredness. Arya came to a stop and saluted sharply. 

He glanced up. “Report, Raider Nameless.”

Without fanfare, Arya gave a concise, detailed accounted of everything that had happened since they’d left the fort. She left out only the details of what the Etherean had told her in their private conversation. “We saw no sign of the creatures on our return, sir.”

Lerin looked increasingly incredulous as she spoke of being helped by Etherean warrior scouts. “Etherean? Are you sure you weren’t hallucinating from blood loss or exhaustion?”

“No, sir. The whole shield saw them, sir.”

He shook his head. “Your report corroborates that of the patrols I’ve sent out, who identified no signs of shadowhounds or wraiths in the area. I think we can safely assume that they’re gone. General Desomer has replacement shields en-route to SheerRock. Their first task will be to block up the underground road again and make sure it stays that way.”  

“That’s excellent news.” She hesitated. “Sir, may I ask about the status of my shield? I’d like to be considered as the replacement for—”

He cleared his throat, cutting her off. “Captain Robem has been assigned as your shield captain, and your shield will report to him in the drill yard day after tomorrow. More Raiders are being dispatched from elsewhere in Ravenstrike to bring you back up to your full complement of twenty. Dismissed.”

Arya’s jaw clenched, her heart sinking in her chest. “But sir—”

“You’re not a shield captain, Nameless, and your shield needs one,” Lerin said with an edge. 

“Sir, in the past week I have ably demonstrated that I have what it takes to be a shield captain.” She fought for a calm tone and barely managed it. She couldn’t bear the thought of going back to following the orders of a captain again, not when she’d tasted the freedom of leading her shield. “You cannot argue with that.”

“On the contrary, in the past week you have ably demonstrated your ability to ignore orders and undermine me in front of the other shield captains and our warlord. What did you think would be the consequences of defying me so openly in that meeting?” he bit out. “Not only that, but after you completed your mission, you went after the creatures without backup or the authority to do so, recklessly risking the safety of your undermanned shield. You further disobeyed direct orders by engaging Shadeweaver help. That is not the behaviour of someone ready to be a shield captain.”

“I didn’t engage Shadeweaver help!” she said, so stung by the accusation that she forgot to be deferential. “They helped of their own accord.”

He lifted his eyebrows. “And you didn’t arrest or kill them after the battle because…?” 

“Sir, they–”

“They’re criminals who hunt our kind, Raider Nameless!” he snarled at her. “Learn discipline and respect, and only then will I consider promoting you.”

The contempt in his beady eyes undid her. She took a step towards him, fists clenching, refusing to bow to his command. She would never again submit to this cowardly fool.

Lerin rose slowly from his chair, his height and bulk looming over her. “You have something to say to me, Raider? You think you're better than me, that I should give you, a Nameless nobody, some respect?”

“I want nothing from you,” she spat. “I’m done. You can find yourself another Raider. I’m out.”

She didn’t salute as she stormed from the room, slamming the door behind her.

Fury curdled as she stalked back to her barracks wing, and tears of frustration sprang to her eyes. All that she had done in the last few days, and still Lerin overlooked her. A lump rose in her throat, and her hands clenched into fists at her sides, nails digging painfully into her skin. She turned and kicked the stone wall of the corridor as hard as she could. Pain shot along her foot, only serving to make her angrier. 

“Raven’s balls!” she swore, hopping on one foot and cursing under her breath until the pain began to subside. 

“Arya?” Wattin’s voice sounded. He was coming along the corridor towards his room, a fresh bandage over a cut on his forehead, hair and beard damp from a wash.

Ignoring him, she stalked past and hauled open the door to her room to find it, fortunately, empty. Kait must still be with the healers. She sat on the edge of her bed and dropped her head into her hands.

Her resignation had been impulsive, but in that moment her pride couldn’t have submitted to that man. And she didn’t regret the words she’d thrown at him.

But come tomorrow, she would no longer be a Raider.

What had she done?

She glanced at the chest sitting at the end of her sleeping pallet. It was empty aside from her spare uniform and a small bag of coins that was her saved pay. She didn’t even own any civilian clothing. She had no employable skills other than being a soldier. And although she could read and write, she hadn’t had any education beyond that. The only real option she had was to find work as a labourer or a farmhand, or go to another State and hire on with their soldiers. 

She would have to leave her shield-mates. Her fellow Raiders. The men and women who’d stood at her side for years. Never again would she patrol into the Diamondfang and experience that terrifying yet thrilling awareness of danger.

The magnitude of what she’d done hit Arya full force then. Being a Raider was all she’d known, all she loved. The thought of going back to Lerin to apologise flashed briefly, but she couldn’t do it, couldn’t go back to what she’d been. She yearned for too much more.

At least the Etherean elder was getting what he wanted, her leaving the Diamondfang. In her groggy exhaustion, a chuckle escaped her. That whole encounter had taken on a hazy quality, one already receding to the depths of her mind. She had far more immediate things to worry about. After sitting for a little longer, she rose, wearily made her way out of the door, and headed towards the healer’s wing.

If she was leaving tomorrow, she’d best get her wounds seen to.

Sleep didn’t claim Arya for long that night. Restless dreams had her tossing and turning, and she woke early. As soon as the blue light of daybreak filtered through her window, she shoved off the covers. Dread filled the pit of her stomach at the thought of leaving, but she recoiled with equal dread at the idea of going back to her shield, taking orders from someone else, someone new.

Her head dropped into her hands. She couldn’t face the thought of telling Laskin any of this. 

She would go and eat something. Food always helped her think better. Anyway, she’d have to get going early if she wanted any chance of making it down to the safety of Heathrock city before midnight.

The early dawn hallways were quiet, but outside the window, Warlord Ravenstrike’s personal shield gathered in the entry yard. It looked like she was returning to Heathrock now that the crisis was over. No doubt she and the other warlords would be trying to figure out how to respond to recent events, to the possibility of Andahar stirring.

Another twinge of guilt and regret went through her. If invasion came, the Ravenstrike forts would take the brunt of it, and Arya wouldn’t be here to help her shield-mates.

Maybe she should think about—

“Raider Nameless!”

She turned, startled. A man approached her with quick strides. He looked vaguely familiar: middle-aged, of average stature, with short-cropped red hair. Her still-tired mind took several moments to dig up why he was familiar—she’d seen him accompanying the warlord around the fort. “Yes?”

“I’m Magen, Warlord Ravenstrike’s chief adviser. The warlord would like to speak with you before she departs.”

She raised an eyebrow. “She wants to talk to me?” 

“She does,” he said with a slight smile. “And she doesn’t like to be kept waiting.”

Thiara Ravenstrike paced before a dying fire in her spacious but spare room. The warlord’s blonde hair was tied back in a severe braid, and she wore plain but expensive riding clothes.

As on their previous encounters, she appeared confident and capable, despite being the first female warlord Dunidaen could remember—and not only that, but having the role thrust on her without any preparation. A flickering of respect shivered through Arya. It couldn’t be easy. But there was envy edging the respect too.

The warlord spun to face her the moment the door opened. “I apologise, Raider Nameless,” she said briskly, the words sincere but without warmth. “You must be sore and tired. I’ll make this quick.”

“Warlord.” Arya stopped, saluted, then tucked her hands at the small of her back, legs slightly apart, back straight. 

“General Desomer was my father’s man, and he doesn’t have many more years to serve before his retirement. He needs an apprentice. I want you to fill that post. If you accept, you’ll be promoted to the rank of shield captain and return with me to Heathrock today.”

Arya’s mouth almost dropped open, only years of drill training preventing it, and a moment later she realised she was staring. “I apologise Warlord, I am tired, and I’m not sure I heard you correctly. You want to apprentice me to your general?” 

Thiara’s eyes raked over her, assessing and clearly finding her appearance wanting, then she spoke bluntly. “You’re a stripling of a girl, barely more than a child, really. You are overconfident and reckless. Despite that, you were the clearest head in this fort this past week. More, you displayed a courage that is rare in anyone I’ve met, let alone in someone so young, and you inspired that same courage in your shield. You have a lot to learn, you do understand that, yes?”

“Yes, Warlord,” Arya said, doing her best not to bristle.

“I have an instinct about you, Nameless, which I have decided to trust. Will you accept my offer? It will not be made again once I leave this room.”

Arya blinked. The warlord of Ravenstrike couldn’t really be offering to… 

“I’m not promising you anything more than an apprenticeship,” the warlord said, impatience beginning to edge her tone. “General Desomer has his faults, but he is a competent war leader. If he doesn’t like you or believe you capable, you’ll be done without a further word from me. However, apply yourself, and we’ll see what happens in the future.”

Cautious excitement spread through Arya, dispelling every trace of weariness she felt, even if only for a moment. She was being offered the opportunity of a lifetime—the ideal way out of her current dilemma. She would have to leave her shield-mates, but she’d still be a Raider … and if Arya succeeded at an apprenticeship with the general of Ravenstrike State, who knew how far she could go, and in service to a warlord she might be able to genuinely respect and admire.

“I accept. Thank you, Warlord.” She spoke fiercely. 

“I require absolute loyalty,” Thiara warned. “You will be in a position of rare trust in my household. If I found that you betrayed that in any way, my punishment would be swift and merciless.”

“I would never—” Arya began protesting indignantly, but then she remembered who she was addressing. “I understand, Warlord.”

Thiara Ravenstrike nodded. “We’re riding out now. I want to be home before nightfall. Pack your things and meet us down in the yard.”

“Warlord.” Arya saluted and strode out.

The door closed behind her and she stopped, blinking. Had that just—?

A chuckle broke out from Magen, who stood outside. “Yes, that just happened. You’d better hurry. The shield is about ready for departure, and one of the first things you’ll learn about the warlord is that she hates being kept waiting. I’ll make sure Commander Lerin is informed that you’re coming with us.”

“I should—” She shook her head, trying to process how quickly this was all happening. “I should say goodbye.”

“No time for that. She’ll leave without you, don’t doubt it.”

Arya ran for her barracks. It took her a matter of minutes to find a pack and stuff it with her spare uniform and money, then she was leaving her room. She almost ran right into Laskin, who had clearly come looking for her.

“Oh, Laskin, thank goodness you’re here!” She grabbed his arm. “I’m leaving, will you say goodbye to the shield for me?”

His eyebrows shot skywards. “Going where?”

“No time to explain, but the warlord has asked me to go with her.” She hesitated, then threw her arms around him in a fierce hug before letting go. He rocked back, astonished. “Thank you for everything. I’m going to miss you all. Tell them that, will you?”

“I—” His face was still stunned when she pulled away.

“I’ll miss you most of all,” she admitted, swallowing down the emotion that wanted to rise. “Bye, Laskin.” Arya sketched a wave and ran, exhaustion and soreness forgotten. The gates were being winched open as she emerged into the mounting yard.

Someone had brought her tired mare out of the stables, fully saddled. Arya attached her pack to the back of the saddle and then mounted up, barely even noticing the pain in her leg. The column of Raiders that made up the warlord’s personal shield didn’t seem surprised to see her join them. Though they didn’t exactly welcome her, either.

And then the fort’s bells rang out, and they were moving at a shout from the shield captain, the warlord’s carriage lurching into movement. Arya glanced over her shoulder, and her heart clenched, wishing she’d had a chance to say a proper goodbye to her shield. At least she’d managed to see Laskin. He would tell them. Her mare clattered onto the main road as they increased speed.

Still, she kept glancing backwards, until the fort vanished from sight behind her, swallowed up by the Diamondfang.
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They hadn’t long moved out of sight of Icecliff Fort when Arya was summoned to the warlord’s carriage. Despite the bitterly cold day, the window where Thiara Ravenstrike sat was open to let in the watery sunlight. No other Raiders were within hearing distance, and Magen was sitting up with the driver, chatting away. Arya reined in by the window.  

Thiara’s glance raked her, always assessing. “I forced you into a quick decision. I don’t apologise for it, but if we reach Heathrock castle and you’ve changed your mind, you’ll be free to return to Icecliff. I won’t write my instructions to Commander Lerin as regards your position until tomorrow morning, so you have some time to properly consider your situation.”

“Thank you, Warlord, but I’m not going to change my mind,” Arya said.

“You haven’t slept or eaten properly in days, and you’re no doubt in pain as well as exhausted. You are not in a fit state to make decisions that affect your entire future, Raider Nameless, and if you claim otherwise, you’re a fool. I don’t take on fools,” the warlord said sharply.

Arya swallowed and nodded. The warlord knew nothing of her life, of what an opportunity this was for her, of how badly she wanted it. She would take this chance whether well-fed and rested or half dying on the slopes of the Diamondfang.

Thiara continued, “I will make you aware of everything that will be involved with your new position. You will sleep on it, consider carefully what I’m offering, and come to me with your decision in the morning.”

It was an order, not a question, and Arya responded as such. “Yes, Warlord.”

“The first thing you should know is that I intend to become High Warlord of Dunidaen,” Thiara Ravenstrike said. “And when I do, that will have implications for whomever is general of Ravenstrike at that time.”

Arya blinked in surprise. “You plan to stand for High Warlord at the State Council next year?”

Her education might have been lacking, but Arya at least knew that the State Councils—held every four years—were where the administration of Dunidaen as a whole was managed. Outside of that, States were essentially left to run themselves.

“No. Darien Eaglesoar is growing old, but he will remain High Warlord for at least another term. I will make my claim at the following Council,” Thiara said.

“Five years is a long time from now,” Arya said. Yet, given what Laskin had relayed about how reluctant the other warlords were to accept their first ever female warlord, was five years enough time to convince them that one could be High Warlord? “And yet not much time at all,” she added without thinking.

Thiara glanced at her. “Why do you say that?”

Arya cleared her throat and tried to come up with something diplomatic. The silence lengthened.

“Spit it out, Raider. I won’t bite at honest thoughts, but I will quickly become impatient with hesitation or prevarication.”  

“I heard that the other warlords were reluctant to accept a woman as a warlord,” Arya said. “And so I wondered whether five years was long enough to convince them to consider one as a High Warlord.”

A knowing look crossed Thiara’s face, and she settled more comfortably in her carriage seat. “Well, you’re no fool. That’s a good sign. Ravenstrike is one of the strongest States in Dunidaen, but it has not exerted power or influence reflective of that status for many years. My father was a competent warlord, but too friendly with his peers to ever think of competing against them. My brother was of the same mould. I am not. I intend to restore the power and privilege of the House of Ravenstrike. You are right, however, in that achieving that will be a considerable challenge.”

There was a note of ruthlessness in the warlord’s voice that Arya found appealing. “You’ve been planning this for a long time,” she hazarded a guess.

“I have desired it for a long time. But until circumstances made me a warlord, I never thought it could become a reality.” Thiara Ravenstrike gave her a wolfish look. “And as to your point, the next five years are crucial. It is imperative that we use that time to demonstrate convincingly that a woman can be High Warlord.”

The ‘we’ in that sentence filled Arya with a fierce pride, like she was being included in her warlord’s plans. It prompted her to want to dive in immediately, learn more so that she could help her warlord achieve her goal. “What would you consider your biggest obstacle, Warlord? Will potential invasion from Andahar delay a High Warlord vote, for example?”

“Recent events could certainly be a threat to Dunidaen as a whole, and one we as warlords must respond to with speed and strength—but there will be opportunities for me to display Ravenstrike’s strength and perhaps even to turn the situation to my advantage.” Thiara gave her another approving look. “We have already done so, with how quickly and decisively my Raiders dealt with the creatures.”

Her Raiders, as well as Shadeweavers and the Etherean. But Arya forbore to point that out. The carriage wheels creaked as they followed a bend in the road, a stiff breeze sweeping over them before gusting up into the mountains.

Thiara continued, “No, the single greatest threat to my ambitions is Mathas Crowtalon. He is a treacherous snake and wants the position as badly as I do. Crowtalon is a problem I must deal with decisively if I am to have any hope of succeeding.”

Arya felt a start of surprise at the mention of Warlord Crowtalon—Darmanin’s father. She dredged up everything she could recall of her conversations with Laskin about him, wishing now she’d paid better attention. Darmanin’s face flashed into her mind, bringing with it the sharp memory of the elder’s words, ringing through her mind ever since he’d spoken them. Protect him. Could Warlord Ravenstrike be persuaded to offer the boy some kind of protection or help?

Hesitant, Arya ventured, “Are you aware that several years ago, Warlord Crowtalon expelled his second son from his household?” 

“I had heard that, yes. There were some behavioural problems with the boy, if I remember correctly. And Mathas already has his heir in Andrian, his eldest son.” 

“I don’t know if this could help you or not, but Darmanin Crowtalon is with the Shadeweavers. More, he was one of two Shadeweavers at Ranier’s side when he spoke to my shield under truce. He seemed to hold some level of authority within the organisation.”

Thiara raised an eyebrow, looking intrigued. “Describe him.”

“He’s young, but he’s not really a child anymore.” Arya tried to think of how best to explain it. “There’s a sense of wildness about him and at the same time a core of steel, drive. I assume appearances are important when it comes to confirming warlords and High Warlords?”

“You assume correctly,” the warlord said grimly, her gaze turning distant. “The vote can be won or lost on perceptions alone. People—and not just the warlords and vicelords— have a very specific view of what a warlord should be.”

Arya snorted without thinking. “Starting with ‘male’.”

Thiara glanced at her, a quicksilver smile flashing over her face. “Did you learn anything about the behavioural problems that led to Darmanin being thrown out?”

“No.” The answer came out of Arya without thought or hesitation. Protect him. Then she realised she’d lied to her warlord. Then she realised she was hesitating, and irritation was already forming on Thiara’s expression, so she forged ahead, “But he’s no well-bred warlord’s son anymore. He’s been with the Shadeweavers for years, and he’s one of them now.”

“Don’t discount breeding so easily, Arya. Darmanin is the son of a strong warlord, and until the moment he was disowned, he would have had the full benefits of the education and training given to all noble children.”

It was on the tip of Arya’s tongue to point out that her warlord didn’t know the Shadeweavers like she did, didn’t know how hard, how ruthless and violent they needed to be to survive. But she held back—it wasn’t really something that could be explained with words. Besides, she was desperately trying to figure out whether to walk back her lie. She wanted to. 

But she couldn’t. Something deep down wouldn’t let her. Protect him.

“Did you know that the position of warlord isn’t necessarily passed to the eldest born son?” Thiara asked. “Almost always the State Council will vote that way, but if the eldest son is simple, or sickly, or inappropriate in some way, the Council has voted in the past for a younger child.”

Arya’s eyes widened. “You think you could have Darmanin confirmed as Crowtalon heir instead of Andrian?” 

“Andrian spent the last three years fostered at my house. He is a competent warrior, but I saw little sign of his father’s drive or ambition. If Mathas becomes High Warlord, Andrian would automatically become warlord of Crowtalon if he is confirmed as heir, and from then on be no more than his father’s puppet.” 

“Darmanin would be nobody’s puppet,” Arya said, again without thinking.

The warlord’s gaze snapped to her. “There’s the insight I was looking for. One assumes he doesn’t have any love or loyalty to a father that threw him out of his home, either.”

Now was the time to tell her. To warn Thiara Ravenstrike that her plan couldn’t work, because Darmanin had magic, and once everyone found out, he would never be confirmed as heir. A woman was one thing—barely acceptable in the absence of any other options—but a magic-wielder? No, the hatred and fear of them ran too deep for that.

Instead she said, “Surely the Council would never vote in favour of a boy who spent so many years as a Shadeweaver?”

Thiara stared off into the distance, clearly thinking something through. “It will be a challenge, but no more so than the Council voting in a woman as High Warlord. The vote is still several years away. Many things could change between now and then.”

The warlord fell silent, and Arya began to feel awkward, wondering if she had been dismissed in some way. But then her gaze returned to Arya’s. “I will take Darmanin into my household, give him a home and continue his education.” Thiara smiled slightly. “We’ll rid him of that Shadeweaver wildness and turn him into a warlord’s heir.” 

Arya was simultaneously impressed by the warlord’s confidence and dubious about her ability to ‘rid’ Darmanin of anything. She had to tell her about his magical ability. Her plan was never going to work. Arya had set something in motion she desperately wished she hadn’t. But Darmanin would be safe and protected in the Ravenstrike household, exactly what the elder had urged, exactly what Arya’s instincts kept telling her. She wavered, torn.

“What is it?” Thiara demanded.

Arya cleared her throat, but she couldn’t get the words out. “I just wondered … why are you telling me all this? Especially since you said earlier that I’m free to change my mind and return to Icecliff.”

Thiara Ravenstrike turned, her pale blue gaze holding Arya’s with a fierce grip. “I’m telling you all this because I know full well you’re not going to change your mind, Arya Nameless.”
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Late afternoon, they rounded a bend to find Heathrock city laid out below them. 

The dark-coloured stone buildings and winding cobblestoned streets clung to the easternmost face of the lower mountainside all the way down to the forested plains at the bottom. The exterior walls had stood, weathering time and mountain storms, for centuries. Snow covered the roofs and walls, a contrast in dark and light. 

Arya thought it was glorious. Dark and forbidding and as resilient as the mountain it clung to. 

The Raiders posted at the gates saluted sharply as their warlord’s carriage trundled through. Their progress slowed as they wound their way down through the city’s many levels. Arya stared around her, drinking in the hustle and bustle—the residents of Heathrock were a hardy lot, going about their lives weighed down by multiple layers of clothing merely to survive the cold of their home, and never letting it stop them. A little spark of excitement went through her at the thought she was going to be living close enough that she’d be able to explore the city in her time off.

Then they came to a temporary halt at a busy intersection, and all her excitement died when her gaze caught on a young man begging on the street corner. His layers were threadbare, ragged, and the rusted tin cup sitting in front of him looked empty. But it was the raw red brand scarred into the skin of his cheek that drew her attention. 

A magic-wielder.

That circular brand was often used to mark those with magic. It made the threat they posed obvious to everyone and prevented them from getting work, or even somewhere to live. This young man was the example of what happened to magic-wielders when they were found out and didn’t seek the protection of the Shadeweavers. Without shelter and the means to earn money for food and proper clothing, he was unlikely to survive the coming winter.

Her gaze shifted from the beggar to the warlord’s carriage, the weight of the lie she’d told growing heavier. Darmanin was lucky his father hadn’t branded him before throwing him out. Presumably it had only been to prevent anyone learning he’d fathered a magic-wielder.

No man or woman with magic in their bloodline would ever be allowed to rule Dunidaen. Arya wondered if Mathas was a secret magic-wielder himself, or whether Darmanin had received his ability from somewhere else in the Crowtalon line. 

The column lurched back into movement, and the beggar vanished from sight behind them. Arya cleared her thoughts of him, but remained unsettled, despite her best efforts. Taze’s words about magic-wielders had made her see things in a different light. What had that young man on the corner done to deserve his fate? Maybe he’d hurt someone with his magic ability, whatever it was, but Arya had heard stories of folk exposing magic-wielders as a way to inherit property or ruin a business competitor. Those people hadn’t hurt anyone.

At the bottom level of the city, they turned on a wide road leading south out of the main gates—twice the size again of the top gates, and with more Raiders standing guard. Still, these gates stood open too, and lots of traffic moved in both directions. The entourage slowed once more as they approached a large intersection not far past the city—the road continuing south and branching off to the east, down into the lowlands of Ravenstrike.

They crossed the intersection and continued along the empty road heading south, where it ran along the edge of an escarpment before winding down through thick forest.

Heathrock castle, seat of the warlord of Ravenstrike, lay in a depression in the land at the foot of a frozen lake. Cradled by the lake to the east, and high mountains to its west and south, it painted an impressive sight, with its fortress-like structure built from the same dark stone as the city. Snow lay thick on roofs and walls but had been cleared from the road.

It was massive, easily as large as Icecliff Fort, and Arya’s trained eye estimated there was room to barrack up to two battalions of Raiders inside its towering walls.

She wouldn’t want to attack this place, even with a strong army.

The road flattened as it approached the gates, which were already being opened to admit them. The walls loomed high over Arya as she rode through into an enormous entrance courtyard, her neck craning as she stared upwards.

Grooms came running to gather the horses, and servants waited to attend the warlord and Magen as they disembarked. The yard—with stables abutting its eastern side—was large enough that at least five shields at a time could form up quickly in case of attack or need to deploy. Directly ahead, a set of stone steps led up to the main building of a sprawling castle, and to her right an inner wall looked down over proceedings.

“Raider Nameless?”

Startled, she tore her gaze from surveying the inner defences and found a servant hovering near her stirrups. “Yes?”

“The warlord would like you to accompany her inside,” the young man said.

Not having forgotten the warlord’s dislike for being kept waiting, she dismounted hurriedly and ran to catch up, falling in just behind where Thiara Ravenstrike and Magen walked, talking in quiet tones.

Arya followed them through a pair of heavy oak doors that stood open. A man waited inside. His easy smile widened as he approached Thiara, and they embraced briefly. “It’s good to have you safely home,” he said. “We’ve been so worried ever since General Desomer got your message about the attack.”

Thiara returned what Arya assumed must be her husband’s smile with genuine warmth. “It’s good to be home, Matte. As you can see, we’re all fine.”

“And Icecliff?”

“The situation is resolved, for now at least.” Her face was grim. “But I should be hearing back from the High Warlord any day. We’ll have to do something about what happened, even if only to make certain invasion isn’t looming.”

“Let’s hope it’s not as bad as we fear.” Matte glanced towards the chief adviser. “Magen, it’s good to see you too.”

“Lord Eaglesoar.” Magen bowed his head. “If you don’t mind, Warlord, I should get started on those tasks we discussed?”

“Please do. We’ll talk later.”

Thiara’s husband turned his gaze to Arya before shifting it back to his wife, eyebrows raised. “You’ve brought a guest?”

“This is Raider Arya Nameless. I’ve asked her to apprentice to General Desomer. Arya, this is my husband, Lord Matte Eaglesoar.”

“My Lord.” Arya bowed her head, hiding her curiosity. With that name, Thiara’s husband must be related to the High Warlord in some way.

If Lord Eaglesoar was surprised by his wife’s rather unorthodox choice of apprentice to her general, he didn’t show a hint of it. Instead, he gave Arya the same welcoming smile he had his wife. “I am glad to meet you, Raider Nameless. Welcome to Heathrock.”

“Thank you, Lord Eaglesoar,” she said, taken aback by his sincerity. It wasn’t something she encountered very often from those so senior to her.

He turned to his wife. “If Arya is to join our household, she’ll need to meet Rorin.” 

“I’ll take her to him now.” A light entered Thiara’s eyes that Arya hadn’t seen before, not even in greeting her husband. “How is he?”

“He was quiet while you were away, but I think that was just worry after we heard what was happening at Icecliff. He applies himself to his lessons and does what I ask of him.” Eaglesoar hesitated. “I wish he had more children his own age for company. He must get so lonely.”

Thiara touched his arm. “I might have an idea to help with that. Is he in his room?”

“Yes. I’ll see you at dinner.” He turned back to Arya. “If there is anything you need to help you settle in, please don’t hesitate to let me know. I’m usually around—since my wife is busy running an entire State, it’s down to me to make sure Heathrock doesn’t fall into a ruin and that everyone who lives here gets fed and paid.”

“I … thank you,” Arya replied. Husband and wife had shared a quick smile at his teasing words, but it left her uncomfortable. She wasn’t sure how that meant she was supposed to behave around them.

“Come with me,” Thiara told her and walked off, moving towards a wide, sweeping staircase.

The warlord didn’t speak as she traversed a maze-like series of hallways and stairwells, and Arya became thoroughly lost in no time. Most of the corridors looked identical to her, the only difference being the tapestries hanging from the stone walls.

One thing she quickly assimilated was that while the forbidding exterior walls of the fortress bristled with Raiders, the interior of the castle had a complete absence of them. The warlord clearly trusted those inside her walls. Arya filed a note away to ensure that trust was well placed.

Thiara stopped abruptly before a large door at the end of a hallway. “I have a son, who will be my heir. His name is Rorin, and he’s fourteen years old.” She hesitated. “There is something you should know before meeting him. He’s a mute.”

Arya’s eyes widened in surprise—she’d had no idea. Raider gossip obviously didn’t extend to talking about the warlord’s son, which very quickly told Arya how respected the family was.

Thiara Ravenstrike didn’t give Arya any time to respond. She opened the door and strode in. Arya hesitated in the doorway for a moment, then followed the warlord inside. Her gaze went instantly to the boy sitting in the corner of the large, airy room, nose deep in a book. Thiara went to him and he leaped to his feet in excitement. They hugged warmly, the boy’s thin arms tight around his mother’s neck.

Arya stood awkwardly. She studied the room—windows on two walls gave the space plenty of light, and the ones to her right looked over the front walls and road to Heathrock city. Immediately across from her was an amazing view of the lower slopes of the Diamondfang.

Then mother and son moved, crossing to Arya. Rorin was small and thin for his age, with a shock of messy blonde hair like his father and faded blue eyes like his mother. Not knowing the correct protocol for dealing with a warlord’s son, Arya dropped to a knee and held out her hand as if greeting a comrade. “Hello, Lord Rorin. I’m Raider Arya Nameless.”

Rorin made a quick movement with his fingers, then reached out to take Arya’s proffered hand. As they shook, the sweetest of smiles spread over his face. Inexplicably, it made her feel warm all over, and a matching smile spread across her own face. For a long moment, the two of them simply stared at each other. It was the warlord’s voice that broke the spell a moment later.

“He returns your greeting,” Thiara said. “Rorin has developed a sign language of sorts since he was rendered mute by an accident in his childhood. You’ll learn it.”

“I’d like that.” Arya tore her gaze away from Rorin to nod at his mother, then looked back at her son. “I’m very pleased to meet you, Lord Rorin.”

Rorin made another motion with both hands.

“He returns your sentiments,” Thiara said, “and asks that you call him Rorin.”

She frowned. “Is that all right?”

The warlord hesitated, looked at her son, and then back at Arya. Something was written in that gaze that Arya couldn’t interpret. Sadness? Or maybe wistfulness. Whatever it was, it was unlike anything she’d ever seen in this proud woman’s face before. She seemed to realise she hadn’t responded yet and blinked, her imperious expression returning. “In private, yes, I’ll allow it.”

“Thank you, Rorin,” she said. “And you may call me Arya. In private.”

His mouth quirked, and he nodded vigorously.

The warlord cleared her throat. “Rorin, go and wash up for dinner, please.”

The boy ran out, waving a farewell to Arya on the way. As he left, a servant appeared in the doorway. She was around Arya’s age, with a kindly face and an air about her that Arya immediately warmed to. “Warlord, Lord Eaglesoar asked me to come and see that your guest is settled in.”

“Thank you,” Thiara said briskly. “Arya, this is Peemla, Heathrock’s chamberlain. She’ll show you to your room. Make sure you get some proper rest tonight. I’d like to see you in my office directly after breakfast tomorrow morning, and you can give me your official decision then.”

Arya straightened, saluted. “Warlord. I’ll be there.”

Thiara hesitated briefly. “Rorin tends to make very quick judgements about people. It was clear that he liked you. It goes without saying that you are not to do anything to betray that.”

“Never,” Arya promised, the response instinctive and sure.

Thiara strode from the room without another word, and Peemla gestured for Arya to follow. After another long walk, she was shown to a room in another wing of the castle. It wasn’t anywhere near as large, but it was private, with just one bed. 

Peemla bustled about, opening the large, arched window to let in fresh air. “General Desomer’s quarters are in this wing, as is my room, so you won’t be all alone,” she explained.

“What about the battalion commander and shield captains stationed here?”

“They have quarters in the barracks. You wouldn’t have seen those when you came in, but they’re in the south-western corner of the grounds. It’s only a short walk there from the main castle where we are.”

“Thank you,” Arya said absently, staring around in wonder. “This is mine?”

Peemla smiled. “When you get hungry, you’ll be able to find dinner down in the kitchens. All the household staff eat there. The family usually dines privately, although occasionally Chief Adviser Magen or General Desomer will join them.”

“All right.”

“I think that’s about it. If you have any questions at all, just ask.” Peemla paused at the door. “Welcome to Heathrock, Arya.”

Arya waited until the door closed before wandering over to the arched window to the right of her bed. It looked out over a small garden. Farther back, she could see the trees of the forest beyond Heathrock’s walls and the Diamondfang looming above.

She took a long breath, trying to expel the discomfort that had settled under her skin ever since she’d first stepped into the castle. Her new surroundings were so different to anything she’d ever experienced. Still, she was confident she’d made the right choice.

In time, she would adjust. This was her home now.

Unsurprisingly, a hot bath, full meal, and a long night’s restful sleep didn’t change Arya’s mind about accepting the warlord’s offer. It only made her even more eager to accept. Without the exhaustion dogging her steps, the discomfort she felt about her new surroundings faded and she felt like she could take on anything.

She was sore though, both stitched wounds in her arm and leg aching abominably. She let herself limp downstairs, managing to find her way back to the kitchens where she’d eaten the night before and hiding the limp the moment she spotted another person.

Peemla bustled in just as she was finishing a breakfast far more delicious than anything she’d ever had at Icecliff Fort. “The warlord is ready to see you, Arya. I can show you the way, if you like?”

“Yes, please,” she said fervently. She had just been trying to work out how she was going to find the warlord’s quarters. “You’re a lifesaver.”

“Did you sleep well?”

“I did, thank you. And your kitchen staff makes the best food I’ve ever tasted.”

The young woman’s cheeks pinked, and Arya was taken aback. “I mean it, Peemla. I can see why the warlord made you her chamberlain. Not only is the food good, but your staff operates like a perfectly drilled Raider shield.”

“I don’t know about that.” Peemla turned pinker as they headed up a set of stone steps, climbing up three levels and turning onto the landing. “This is the office wing, where the warlord and the general work during the day. And here is the warlord’s office.” 

“Thanks again for your help.”

“I’ll have some willow bark tea sent up. Don’t think I didn’t notice you pretending not to limp just now. You were hurt in the attack on Icecliff?”

“Nothing serious, but the tea would be wonderful,” Arya admitted. “I’ll see you later?”

“I … I look forward to that, Raider Nameless.”

“Just Arya.” She gave the chamberlain a parting nod, then straightened her uniform and knocked sharply.

The door opened and Thiara Ravenstrike stood there, barely reaching Arya’s shoulder, eyebrows raised. “Well?”

Arya saluted as sharply as she ever had. “Offer accepted, Warlord.”

“Good.” Thiara came striding out into the hall, almost bowling Arya over in the process. “Follow me.”

Arya hurriedly fell into step with the warlord as she continued speaking. “I’ve had word back from the High Warlord this morning. He has sent a missive to Andahar demanding an explanation for the border incursion.” Thiara looked momentarily preoccupied. “We will see if the Nightstalker responds. I hope he does.”

Arya blinked. Clearly there was going to be no settling into conversation. “Why?”

“If he ignores us … I suspect that will mean we have much to fear.” She shook her head. “I’ve sent a message to Ranier. I’m hoping he’ll be willing to release Darmanin to me, but I doubt he’ll do it without naming a price.”

“How are you able to contact the Shadeweaver leader?” Arya asked, astonished.

“I have my ways.”

Arya was immediately intrigued. Nobody just contacted Ranier, the most dangerous man in Dunidaen. His location was as much of a mystery as his identity. Even his Shadeweavers had no idea where he was at any given time. “Warlord, if anyone knew you had direct contact with a Shadeweaver, especially their leader—”

“I’m aware of how it would look. That’s my problem to manage, not yours, and I trust your discretion,” she said with a pointed look.

“Nobody will hear of it from me,” Arya promised. 

“In the meantime, your first task will be to organise a bodyguard and weapons tutor for Rorin. He’s old enough now that he needs both. Normally this would be General Desomer’s job, but I want Rorin’s guard to be chosen from among the Raiders at Icecliff Fort—those who have real combat experience. You know those men and women better than he does.”

“I … are you sure, Warlord?” 

“I have given you my trust, Arya.” A thread of irritation entered Thiara’s voice. “You are not required to confirm every order I give you.”

“Yes, Warlord,” she said. “Are there any particular characteristics you wish me to consider when deciding whom to pick?”

“Only that you would trust them with both your life and Rorin’s,” she said, and they turned to head down the stairs Arya had just climbed with Peemla. Her leg instantly began complaining, but she forced the pain away as the warlord continued, “I’d like you back here tomorrow night if you can manage it. General Desomer will be returning from SheerRock and it’s best you meet him as soon as possible.”

Thiara stopped as they reached the bottom of the stairs, pulling a roll of sealed parchment from inside her tunic. “These are my orders for Commander Lerin as regards your new position, and the re-assignment of the two Raiders you select. Safe travels, Captain Arya Nameless.”

Arya stared, blinking, as the warlord strode away. She was a shield captain.

The grin that spread across her face was blinding.
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Dusk was setting, bringing a sharp drop in temperature as Arya waited for the gates of Icecliff to be winched open. Once through, the screech of the winch still echoing through the yard, a quick word with one of the Raiders manning it revealed her old shield was off duty, and likely to be in the mess shortly for dinner. 

A welcome sense of familiarity enveloped her as she stabled her horse and headed inside, exchanging greetings with those Raiders she passed. She would always feel at home, comfortable in her own skin, in this place.

Arya had known who she was going to pick for Rorin’s bodyguard and weapons tutor the moment the warlord had given her the task, so she planned to speak with them both directly before taking the orders to Lerin. A gust of warm air redolent with the scent of bread and roasting meat washed over her when she stepped into the large space of the mess hall. It wasn’t dinner time yet, so only a handful of Raiders were there; those having a warm drink before nightshift.

She’d just resigned herself to waiting for the dinner bell when she spotted Laskin sitting at the end of a long bench, reading a letter with a pint of ale at his elbow. Grinning, she made her way over, dropping to the bench opposite him. “Drinking away your sorrows at my departure already, I see.”

He looked up, surprise flashing over his face. “Arya!”

“It’s nice and warm in here,” she said appreciatively, yanking off her gloves and unbuttoning her cowl before shrugging off her thick Raider cloak. “Looks like some snow is blowing in too—you must be glad you’re not on wall duty tonight. Is that mead or cider you’re drinking?”

He listened to this with a glower, waited for her to finish, then said, “You left without any explanation.” 

“I didn’t have time, I’m sorry.” She shrugged.

“Yeah, you look real torn up about it.” His glower deepened. “What in the blazes did Warlord Ravenstrike want with you?”

“She offered me a position as apprentice to General Desomer.”

Laskin’s eyes widened to saucers. “She did what now?”

She grinned at his surprise. “I was as surprised as you are, Laskin, but there was no way I was turning it down.”

“Uh huh.” His tone spoke volumes.

“It’s not a trick.” She fished the parchment from her jerkin and waved it at him. “She’s made me a shield captain. This is for Lerin, to make it official.”

“Well, that’s something,” he grunted. “Why are you back here so soon then?” 

“I’m here on her orders.” She reached over the table to filch his mug and take a long swallow—cider, not mead. Ugh—before pushing it back to him, ignoring his scowl. “Fancy a new posting?”

“Posting to where?” he asked suspiciously.

“Heathrock castle. The warlord has instructed me to choose a weapons tutor for Rorin, her fourteen-year-old son, and she wants me to pick a Raider from Icecliff. You’re my choice.” 

“Why?” 

“Three reasons.” Arya ticked them off one by one. “You’re a good fighter, but more importantly you’re steady and keep a calm head in a crisis. Rorin would be well-served to learn both those traits. And Laskin, you’re a great teacher. You taught me everything that I know about being a Raider and I wasn’t an easy student.”

“I’ve never heard so many nice words about me come out of your mouth before,” he grumbled. “What’s the third reason?” 

“I trust you to have my back in a fight, and that means I trust you to have Rorin’s.” She held his gaze. “I’m sure you can figure out all on your own what a heavy responsibility this posting would be. You screw up, and, well … bad things ensue, for both of us.”

Laskin shrugged, scratched at the stubble on his jaw, then nodded. “I’m in.”

It was her turn to look at him suspiciously. “That was too easy.” 

“These old bones wouldn’t mind a break from the unrelenting cold and sleeping on hard ground of patrol,” he admitted. “And you’ll need someone to watch your back down there. Heathrock Raiders aren’t going to be what you’re used to.”

“I can handle them.” She swiped his cider again, swallowed a mouthful of its too-sweet contents, and gave it back, ignoring his filthy look. “The warlord also asked me to assign a personal bodyguard for Rorin. I’d like your opinion before I speak to him.”

Laskin blinked in surprise when she disclosed her candidate. “Not the obvious choice,” he said. “But I like the kid.”

“Good.” She rose to her feet, gathered cowl and cloak. “Then let’s go talk to him.”

“One day a shield captain and already issuing orders. I can’t finish my drink first?”

“I think I might have finished it for you.” She leaned over the mug, gave an apologetic shrug when she saw it was empty. “Come on, old man. I’ll get you another one later. Something better than that sickly sweet swill.”

A couple of her old shield members were drifting out of their dormitory rooms, heading down for dinner, when Arya and Laskin turned into the corridor.

“You’re back.” Charlin acknowledged her appearance without looking either surprised or curious about it. Or happy to see her.

She swallowed a smile. “Good to see you too, Charlin.”

“Where have you been!” Kait demanded, planting hands on hips.

“I’ll join you all for dinner in a bit and tell you the story,” Arya promised. “I just need to take care of something first.”

“You’d better.” She scowled before trailing after Charlin down the hall.

Taze opened the door to the room he shared with Wattin and Etan when Arya knocked, brightening at the sight of her in his doorway. “You’re back.”

“Hello, Taze. Do you have a moment to talk before dinner? It won’t take long.”

Bad weather hit before midnight, filling the night with howling winds that didn’t blow out for hours. Nobody got any sleep, and the pre-dawn found Arya, Laskin, and Taze in the stables saddling up their mounts in preparation for leaving at first light. Her youngest shield-mate had been even faster to accept her offer than Laskin, and she had to admit the idea that both men would be with her at Heathrock dispelled the edge of discomfort she felt about returning there.

A heavy layer of snow was already being swept to the edges of the mounting yard, while more continued to drift down from the sky. The horses did not look any more excited than the humans to be venturing outdoors, their heads hanging low and forlorn.

“Captain Nameless?”

Arya turned as a Raider jogged over to her, saluting. She’d enjoyed holding court in the mess the previous night, telling them all about her new circumstances, so most of the Raiders in the fort knew she was a captain now. A hot burst of pride filled her at the title, and she wondered when that feeling would fade. “What is it, Durin?”

“Commander Lerin wants to see you immediately.” 

“Why?” She’d already passed him the warlord’s orders the night before. He’d read them, muttered something under his breath, then told her she was dismissed.

“He didn’t say, Captain.”

Arya thought about ignoring the summons, but Lerin remained a superior officer and she doubted Warlord Ravenstrike would take kindly to such insolence. 

“I won’t be long,” she promised Taze and Laskin.

Lerin stood by the window of his office, face flushed with what looked like anger, a crumpled note clutched in his hand.

She saluted. “You wanted to see me, sir? If we could be quick, I’d like to get on the road before the weather closes in again. The warlord expects me back today.”

“A patrol shield sent out two days ago failed to return as scheduled yesterday evening after being ambushed on their way back. Their surviving members managed to shelter out the snowstorm and rode in as soon as the weather calmed.”

She stilled. “Surviving members?”

He rounded on her, spittle flying as he threw the words at her. “Four Raiders dead, killed in a Shadeweaver ambush, all so they could send us a message.”

Her glance dropped to the note in his hand, which she could now see was flecked with dried blood.

“Ranier wants to meet with you, Captain Nameless. Something about a request from our warlord.” Disgust rippled over Lerin’s face. “What is she doing communicating with that filth?”

Arya fought to keep any expression from her face, but her stomach dropped to her toes. Her warlord didn’t understand the Shadeweavers well enough, and good Raider lives had suffered for it. Not only that, but Thiara Ravenstrike’s ignorance may also have undermined her own position. Now Lerin knew the warlord was in contact with Shadeweavers, it would spread through every Raider at the fort within a day. They wouldn’t take it well. “I’m just following orders, sir. You said he wants to meet me?”

“That’s right. Time and place written down.” He tossed the note at her. “You’ll do as he wants before you go back to Heathrock, that’s an order. I don’t want any more of my Raiders killed because you didn’t show up. And you might consider enlightening our new and clearly inexperienced warlord on the consequences of associating with murderous criminals.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll take a shield and—”

“I’m not risking more of my soldiers on this nonsense. You wanted Taze and Laskin so badly? You take them as your backup. Now get out of my sight.”

Her mouth curled. “Sir, without backup—”

“You have your orders, Captain. Dismissed.”

She wanted to leap across the room and break his nose with one well-landed punch. The urge beat at her with an insistence she found hard to fight down. Her body shifted forward, readying to move. He saw it on her face, and goaded, “Go on, do it. See where it gets you.”

A single, indrawn breath, then another. It was what he wanted. To take her down because his warlord made him feel impotent.

She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. 

Arya deliberately relaxed her muscles, steadied her breathing, fought down the anger until she could manage a controlled tone. Then she said, “One day I’m going to be your general, Commander. Think about that.”

His contempt-filled laughter followed her out of the room. 

The sound echoed in her ears as she walked, not able to distance herself from his quarters quickly enough. She was so heated that she barely felt the bite of bitter cold as she returned to the mounting yard. The sight of Laskin’s familiar scowl took some of the edge away, though, and she calmed enough to explain Lerin’s orders.

After she’d finished, both Taze and Laskin were silent for a long moment, as if they thought there had to be more and they were waiting for her to relay it. When it became clear there was no more, Laskin cleared his throat. 

“So Ranier attacked a shield, killed four Raiders, and sent a message back with the survivors to request a meeting,” he clarified, scratching at his beard.

“That about sums it up.”

“And he’s asked specifically to meet with you?”

“Correct again.”

“And Commander Lerin refused to send a shield with you as backup.”

“Delightful as ever, our favourite battalion commander.”

“And you’re going to do exactly as Ranier wants, and stroll off to this meeting in the middle of the mountains with no backup aside from Taze and me, just because you’re pissed at Lerin?”

“You are sharp this morning, Laskin.” Arya got her foot into the stirrup and swung into the saddle, fury still simmering. “What a good choice I made for Rorin’s tutor.”

Taze coughed to cover a chuckle. “We’d best get going if we’re going to make it to this meeting point and back down to Heathrock before nightfall.”

“You are not helping.” Laskin scowled at him. “Want to try backing me up on protesting this insanity?”

Taze shrugged. “I do what my captain orders.”

The older man grumbled as he climbed into the saddle. “Fine, don’t listen to the most experienced Raider here. What would I know?”

“We’re going to be fine, Laskin,” Arya said bracingly as the bell rang and the front gates began to open. “What could go wrong?”
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“Are you going to tell us what this is all about at any point?” Laskin asked as they rode their horses along a barely-there trail leading to Ranier’s nominated meeting point. “Unless you expect us to believe Ranier woke up yesterday morning and decided for no reason at all that he wanted to speak with a random Nameless Raider.” 

“I was ordered to be discreet.”

“We’re as discreet as can be,” he replied glumly. “We’re about to get murdered, after all.”

She chuckled. “You don’t think the three of us can take Ranier?”

Laskin snorted. “The three of us couldn’t take Ranier even if he came alone and unarmed and with both hands tied behind his back. I’m not even sure a full shield could.”

“What makes you so confident? Is he a magic-wielder?” she asked. Laskin wasn’t prone to exaggeration, yet Ranier was a single man. And not so young anymore either. He’d first established the Shadeweavers somewhere around the time of the borders closing down—roughly forty years earlier.

“Nobody’s ever known the answer to that. But you do know he’s one of the two living men in Dunidaen who successfully ran the Dreadwater Gate into Khadini and returned to tell about it?”

Arya scoffed. “A ridiculous noble-born rite of passage I’ve never understood.” 

“Who is the other one?” Taze had so far been silent, riding in the lead, watchful. 

“Mathas Crowtalon, right before he was confirmed as heir to Crowtalon State. It’s how the heirs did it, back in the day. Proved their worth and made their confirmation a sure thing.” Laskin huffed. “Until they stopped returning alive and States found themselves losing their heirs.”

Arya’s interest returned at that. Anything she could learn of Crowtalon might help her warlord. “How does successfully running the Dreadwater make them so invincible?” 

“It takes a lot to survive the journey, an elite combination of general smarts, fighting skill, and survival knowledge. But it’s not just that. There’s something else about Ranier, he—”

“Almost there, Captain,” Taze interrupted, hand on the hilt of his sword.

Arya and Laskin quieted, focus entirely on their surroundings. The rustle of icy air through the trees, the faint thump of snow falling from branches, the horses breathing. Everything seemed still, normal.

Arya found her gaze tugged upwards, towards the distant peaks, the memory of her conversation with the Etherean elder returning unexpectedly. It seemed increasingly unreal as time passed, yet it had only been three days earlier. He couldn’t have been serious. Her, a Nameless Raider, an heir to magic and a throne? Inconceivable. Yet the niggle of unease remained. His claims fit the behaviour of wraiths and shadowhounds more neatly than any other she’d been able to come up with.

“What do we need to know before this chat?” Laskin asked in a low voice.

Arya let out a breath that frosted from her mouth, relieved to be distracted from her thoughts. “The warlord sent a message to Ranier requesting that he release Darmanin to come and live at Heathrock.”

Laskin shot her an astonished look. “Does Commander Lerin know that?”

She gave a sharp nod. “Thanks to Ranier’s little stunt.”

“Captain.” Taze’s soft but urgent tone had them swinging their attention forward as their horses emerged from the trees into a small, snow-covered clearing. A Shadeweaver stood there, alone, hood thrown back.

Ranier. Even in the light of a sunny morning, his eyes were dark as coals, the jagged scar on his face making him seem not quite human. Arya dismissed the fancy, irritated at herself for letting Laskin’s words get in her head. Ranier was as human as anyone else. As killable as anyone else. The sight of him brought her anger from earlier bubbling to the surface. More of her Raider comrades were dead at this man’s hand.

His expression revealed nothing as he watched them approach. “Hello, Raiders. Not quite the force I was expecting. Is Ravenstrike running out of you?”

Arya lifted her hand in a gesture to Taze and Laskin to halt, then urged her mare forward a few more paces. Her hands were white-knuckled on the reins. “What do you want?”

“On the contrary. It was your warlord asking things of me.” Ranier’s voice was quiet but cutting, every word a weapon.

“And you decided an adequate response was to murder four Raiders and expose your warlord’s private communications to the world?” Arya snapped. 

He bared his teeth. “I have no warlord. And nobody has the right to approach me unless I ask for it. Four dead Raiders and your warlord’s foolishness exposed was a cheap price to extract in order to remind her of that.”

A snarl curled at her lip. Lerin she couldn’t confront, but this man … he was a wanted criminal. “You didn’t really come alone, did you, Ranier? That seems foolish. I might decide there’s a price to pay for my dead shield-mates.”

“Empty threats only make you look like the child you are,” he said. “You wouldn’t dare touch me.”

The Shadeweaver leader stood before her with no backup, trusting in his mystique to protect him, the second man today to treat her with contempt. Ironically, it was his words that turned her empty threat into action.

Because Arya would dare. 

Arya kicked her feet out of the stirrups and lunged at him, sliding her dagger from its sheath as she did so. She was on him before he could react, and they crashed to the snow, her dagger stabbing for his kidney.

And in a blink she was on her back, Ranier above her, a knife at her throat. The metal had an odd blue sheen she’d never seen before, and the blade had to be ridiculously sharp—she could feel barely any pressure against her skin, yet a warm trickle of blood seeped down her neck. Metal rang as Laskin and Taze drew weapons, but Arya kept her gaze on Ranier, burning fury drowning out any fear or discomfort.

Contempt glittered in those dark eyes. “A child,” he spat.

Snarling, she shoved upwards, ignoring his blade slicing deeper. She shoved his knife hand away and tried to bring a knee up into his chest. Then, somehow, she was face down in the snow, his knee pressing into the small of her back. She tasted blood in her mouth where she’d bitten her tongue. The weight above her shifted, and then his breath was warm against her cold ear. “It will be a long time before you can take me, Arya Nameless. This is your one pass. Try again and I will end you.”

The weight on her back disappeared and she scrambled to her feet, spitting blood from her mouth. Both Taze and Laskin hovered, weapons out but clearly unwilling to attack while Ranier had held a knife to her throat. Blood continued to trickle down her neck.

Arya reached down to collect her dagger and sheath it, before lifting her hands to demonstrate they were empty. “What do you want from us?”  

“Darmanin has consented to go to Heathrock, but he is mine, and therefore there is a price,” Ranier continued, calm, as if nothing had happened, though his tunic was slightly askew, revealing an inky black tattoo climbing across his collarbone; it looked like part of a wing. His knife had vanished somewhere on his person.

“I don’t have the authority to negotiate a price with you.”

Ranier smiled. “I’m not here to negotiate. Your warlord will agree to take my daughter into her household—and under her protection—along with Darmanin. That is the price.”

“If you think Warlord Ravenstrike will agree to take another Shadeweaver in and expose her household to that kind of danger, you’re sadly mistaken,” Arya said flatly.

“So much useless bluster.” Ranier regarded her with pity. “As you said, Raider, you have no authority. Your warlord will decide how badly she wants Darmanin.”

Arya’s jaw clenched. Ranier held the upper hand. And all Arya could do was deliver the message. She hated being so powerless. “If Warlord Ravenstrike agrees?”

“She will signal her agreement by placing a black flag on her battlements within one day. Once I have that confirmation, I will send Darmanin and my daughter to Heathrock. If there is no signal, Darmanin stays with me and I will not enter into any further discussions.” He paused. “You’ve already seen what will happen if your warlord tries to contact me again. The price will be higher next time.”

Arya strode back to her mare and mounted. “I wouldn’t hold my breath if I were you.”

But Ranier was already gone, vanished into the forest.

“Let me see that cut,” Laskin said, bringing his horse closer. “It looks deep.”

“It’s fine, leave it,” she snapped, then spurred her mare on, leaving them both to follow.

She was too frustrated and angry to talk.

When Arya and her two Raiders rode through the gates of Heathrock in the late afternoon, they found the warlord herself emerging from the stables, Rorin in tow. Both were dressed as if they’d been out riding.

Arya swore under her breath. She’d expected to have a moment to prepare what she was going to say before the warlord would be available to speak with her. But the woman spotted Arya and came straight over as she, Taze, and Laskin dismounted.

“Captain.” Thiara Ravenstrike glanced briefly at the two Raiders behind Arya, but then her expression changed as she caught sight of the wound on Arya’s neck. “What happened?”

“Warlord.” Arya saluted. “There’s been a … development as regards your request about Darmanin. It might be best if I brief you in private?”

“Understood.” The warlord’s gaze shifted back to the Raiders. “You’ve done as I asked?”

“Allow me to introduce Raider Laskin Carter as a weapons tutor for Lord Rorin, and Raider Taze Nameless as my choice for Lord Rorin’s bodyguard.”

Arya had expected Thiara Ravenstrike to baulk at Taze’s obvious youth, but the warlord simply motioned Rorin forward. “Rorin, from now on, you will not leave the walls of this estate without Raider Nameless. When it comes to your safety, you will do as he says without hesitation. Am I clear?”

Rorin nodded, fingers flickering as he smiled a greeting at Taze.

“You will commence lessons with Raider Laskin immediately after breakfast tomorrow morning. As with Raider Nameless, you will obey him as you obey me.”

Rorin signed again, eyes bright as he regarded the two Raiders saluting him. He clearly didn’t think any of this was a hardship. Arya’s heart went out to him—he seemed so happy just to have company.

“Lord Rorin,” Laskin said. “I look forward to starting lessons with you. And I hope you will be willing to teach me also—your finger language is something I’d be very interested to learn.”

“As would I, Lord Rorin,” Taze said, brown eyes warm. “A secret language of sorts, no? It could come in very useful if you are ever in danger and we need to communicate silently.”

Rorin’s eyes shone brighter at these words. Arya held back a smile—she’d briefed both Taze and Laskin on Rorin’s language, but they were exerting a clear effort to make the boy feel comfortable. She wondered if anyone other than his parents had done that before. It made her even more confident of her choices.

Warlord Ravenstrike seemed to feel the same way. Though she said nothing, her habitually cool expression softened as she addressed the two Raiders. “Raider Nameless, you’ll sleep in a room adjacent to Rorin’s. Peemla, our chamberlain, will see to anything that you need. Come inside and I’ll introduce you to her. Captain, perhaps you could show Raider Laskin to his new quarters and then come directly to my office?”

“I’ll be right there,” Arya promised.

Taze gave Laskin and Arya a cheerful farewell wave and followed without hesitation as Thiara and Rorin headed for the main building. Grooms had already appeared to take their horses, so Arya turned to Laskin, who waited with saddlebags slung over both shoulders. “Come on, I’m almost sure I can find the way to the barracks from here.”

When Arya returned to the main castle building, the entrance foyer was empty, and she paused there, orienting herself and trying to remember the way up to the offices Peemla had escorted her to the previous morning.

After two wrong turns, she found the right corridor and made her way along to the warlord’s office at the end. The door stood ajar, the sound of voices drifting out. Arya was about to knock and enter when an unfamiliar woman’s voice rang out, sounding utterly horrified. “You’re not seriously planning to take a Shadeweaver under our roof? We’ll all be murdered in our beds. Not to mention what the other States will think when they hear of it.” 

Thiara Ravenstrike responded, “Don’t be ridiculous, Lanna. Darmanin is the son of a warlord. Besides, the warlords are a tad focused on potential war with Andahar right now. They’re not really paying a lot of attention to whom I take into my household.”

“A criminal outcast is what he is, no matter who fathered him. Have you even considered that there would have been good reason for Mathas throwing him out in the first place? Heirs don’t grow on trees.”

“I have exactly zero faith in Mathas’ ability to judge character, and a great deal of faith in my household to straighten out whatever wildness there is in Darmanin,” Thiara said dryly. “Besides, Rorin needs more children his own age around him. He’s too isolated here.”

“I can’t believe what I’m hearing.” Lanna’s voice went up in pitch and volume. Arya winced at its shrill note. “You’d rather he spends his time with a grubby Shadeweaver child than my own two sons, his cousins?”

Arya let out a startled breath. This woman was the warlord’s sister?

“Jenka and Warn spend more time tormenting Rorin than being his friend,” Matte said, revealing his presence in the room. 

A brief silence fell, and Arya hovered awkwardly, trying to decide whether to retreat down the hall and come back or announce herself and risk them guessing she’d overheard. But then Lanna spoke again, and Arya couldn’t help the curiosity that kept her there.

“They’re boys, Matte. They get rough sometimes, that’s all.”

“I’m not discussing this with you any further,” Thiara said firmly. “It’s my decision to make, and I’ve made it. Darmanin will join this household.”

Lanna huffed a furious breath. “Putting that incredibly foolish decision aside, what possessed you to bring a stray Nameless here as apprentice to Desomer? She has no breeding, no experience, and probably no education. The Raiders will never accept her as their general.”

“Have some compassion, Lanna, she’s barely more than a child. Her lack of parentage isn’t her fault,” Eaglesoar protested. 

“She’s no child, Matte,” Lanna snapped. “She was no doubt raised on the streets somewhere before joining the Raiders in order to get a roof over her head and food in her belly.”

“You are right on that score, sister, she is no child.” Thiara sounded impatient. “Arya is resourceful and tough. I have no doubt she has seen and done far more than any girl her age should. I have given her an opportunity, that is all. We will see what she makes of it.”

“She’s a mistake, and a bad one. I’ve no doubt the girl is a grasping opportunist,” Lanna warned. “You are going to find it hard enough to hold onto your position as a woman, yet you insist on making things even more difficult for yourself with a series of bad decisions.”

Arya’s hands curled into fists. 

A cold determination burned in her.

She would do whatever it took to succeed here. And one day, she would enjoy watching the smugness fall from Lanna’s face as she became general of Ravenstrike. Lerin too.

“We’ll see,” Thiara repeated. “I’ve heard you out, and that is all the discussion I’m willing to entertain. Unless there’s anything else, I’ll see you at dinner.” 

Arya hurriedly knocked on the door to make her presence known, unsure if there would be time to scurry back down the hall and out of sight before someone left the office and spotted her.

Silence fell in the room, and then Lord Eaglesoar opened the door. Concern was etched all over his face, but he managed a smile of welcome for her. “Come in, Arya. I know you’ve got a report to make.”

Arya’s gaze went straight to the warlord’s sister. Like Thiara, she was diminutive, and they shared similar features, though Lanna was rounder and had brown hair instead of blonde. Her blue eyes regarded Arya with barely concealed disgust, and she didn’t bother acknowledging her as she swept out of the room behind Eaglesoar.

“My sister,” Thiara said dryly as Arya closed the door behind them and saluted, forcing down her anger. “Beyond that, you should also know that she’s married to Mathas Crowtalon’s younger brother. Does that wound need stitches?”

Arya blinked at the sharp segue. “It’s just a scratch, Warlord.”

“At ease,” Thiara said, then, “Who did that to you?”

As concisely as she could, Arya relayed the events of the day, starting with her meeting with Commander Lerin. The warlord listened without interrupting, though it was obvious from the slightly unfocused look in her eyes that she was thinking furiously about everything Arya was relaying. Eventually she finished with, “If you agree to his price, Ranier said you must reply by flying the black flag within one day.” 

“What possessed you to attack Ranier without provocation?”

“I…” Arya hadn’t been prepared for that question, or the sharpness with which it had been asked. “He killed four of my Raiders just to make a point to you, and he dared me to—”

“Doing something on a dare is a childish reaction,” the warlord snapped. “One you will have to grow out of, and quickly. I understand how it feels to be demeaned or considered incapable, Arya, but leaping at the culprit with a dagger is not the answer. All that demonstrates is immaturity and poor judgement.”

“Warlord,” Arya said stiffly.

“This is not a promising start for you,” Thiara warned.

“Understood.” She swallowed. “It won’t happen again.”

The warlord’s index finger tapped idly on the edge of her desk, her gaze too knowing. “You’re angry with me, for getting four Raiders killed.”

“Shadeweavers are treacherous and violent, Warlord. Reaching out directly to—”

“I was not ignorant of the consequences, Arya,” she said, quiet and sharp. “As warlord, I must weigh many factors when deciding on a course of action. There are sometimes no good choices. Nor do I have a responsibility to explain myself to a shield captain.”

“Warlord.” Arya bit her tongue, nodded.

Thiara held her gaze for a moment, seemed comfortable Arya had heard her, then changed the subject. “What do you know about this daughter of his?”

“I didn’t even know he had one. Not even Raider gossip has mentioned her.”

“What do you think I should do?”

“Refuse,” Arya said. “Give up on Darmanin and cease all communication with the Shadeweavers. It puts you in a precarious position with your Raiders, and your plan with Darmanin already had extremely low odds of success. I don’t judge those odds enough to risk losing the loyalty of your army.”

The warlord smiled faintly. “A good response if protecting myself was my priority. But it’s not. Being High Warlord is, and there’s no way that’s happening without weakening Crowtalon. Darmanin is my best bet to do that. I’ll fly the flag first thing tomorrow morning.”

“Warlord … it will compromise the safety of this fortress to have two Shadeweavers living here.” Not to mention how the Raiders here would react to it. “Have you discussed it with General Desomer?”

“I will as soon as he returns tonight.” Thiara moved around to sit behind her desk. “And I will be relying on the both of you to ensure the safety of Heathrock is not compromised.” 

The door swung open then, and Magen strode in, parchment clutched in his hand, a harried air hovering around him.

The warlord rose from her chair. “Word from the High Warlord?”

Magen nodded. “He’s ordering us to reinforce our northwest border with more Raider battalions from the south and has asked Crowtalon and Falconcrest to send shields of Lances and Aggressors to cover the resultant gap on our southern border.”

Thiara frowned. “Has he received information that makes him think that’s necessary?”

“No, warlord. At least, not that he says in his message. It’s likely he’s simply preparing for a worst-case scenario. You know how cautious he can be.”

A little shiver went through Arya. He meant war with Andahar.

“I’ll brief Desomer as soon as he rides in tonight.” Thiara made a face. “The last thing I want is Crowtalon Lances inside my border.”

“We might be grateful for them if it comes to the worst. And we don’t really have any choice. His orders are clear—it’s not a request.”

Thiara’s mouth thinned. “Noted. Now both of you leave me alone. I have much work to do. Arya, you’ll report to General Desomer first thing tomorrow.”

Arya saluted and followed Magen out. Out of sight of the warlord, his countenance changed—his brow was pinched, and he chewed on his lip. 

“Are you truly worried about invasion?” she asked him. 

Magen gave a dismissive wave. “It’s not Andahar I’m worried about. I doubt very much the Nightstalker is looking to invade after all these years. It’s Mathas Crowtalon. The warlord is right to worry about having his soldiers inside our borders.”

Arya didn’t understand—the Nightstalker seemed a far greater threat than a neighbouring warlord subject to the High Warlord’s rule. But Magen was distracted, busy, and disappeared into his office before she could ask any more questions.

Maybe the general would have more answers when she saw him tomorrow. Anticipation filled her at the thought.

She couldn’t wait to get started.
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Though much of the sprawling estate was still a confusion to Arya, she  had managed to memorise the routes from her room to the kitchens, and from the kitchens to the third-floor offices, so she was on time when she presented herself at the general’s door the next morning.

There was no answer to her knock, but just as she was beginning to wonder if she was too early, heavy footsteps sounded and a man appeared around the corner. He was no taller than she was, with weathered brown skin, greying hair, and an impressively bristling moustache. His broad shoulders looked capable of wielding a battle axe with ease, and he had a slight paunch that spoke of good eating or drinking. Or both. But her searching gaze stopped instantly on the gold trim of his bloodred Raider cloak.

“Sir.” She saluted sharply. 

General Desomer stopped, looked her up and down, and sniffed. “You must be my new apprentice.”

“Yes, sir.”

He stepped past her, opened the door, and walked inside, leaving her to follow. Beyond was a spacious corner room that looked out over the Raider barracks and drill yards. The space contained a desk in one corner near the lit hearth and an oval table along the windows with several chairs clustered haphazardly around it. Shelves full of books and parchment lined the walls.

Desomer went over to his desk, took off his heavy cloak and cowl with a grunt of relief, then opened a box of cigars on his desk and lit one up. After taking a long, blissful drag, he came back around the desk and perched on it, studying her. His presence loomed large, even without the bulky layers. “You’re a scrawny waif of a girl, there’s no doubt about that. Can you even lift a sword?”

“Yes, sir.” 

“I suppose we’ll see about that. We serve at the warlord’s pleasure, after all, even when she makes seemingly inane decisions.”

“Sir.” She bit her tongue on the protest that wanted to come out. If she failed with him, she was out. And she refused to lose this opportunity so quickly. So she kept a fierce stranglehold on her temper and promised herself to hold it no matter what.

“I am in command of ten thousand Raiders, Captain. That’s fifty battalions. You think you can handle that one day?”

“Yes, sir, I do.”

He barked a laugh. “She said you were arrogant. You have no idea what you’re talking about, of course, but I’ll soon see whether there’s any substance under the bluster. And she did tell me I have full authority to cut you loose if I don’t like you. I don’t tolerate shirkers or those who can’t follow orders. Clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“All right, well, stop being so bloody stiff and take a seat,” he said in irritation. “I want to talk to you about what happened at Icecliff.”

He went back around his desk to drop heavily into the chair. Arya perched on the edge of the chair before the desk, wary of saying or doing something wrong. The scent of his cigar was beginning to permeate the room, smoky and strong. “What would you like to know, sir?”

“Warlord Ravenstrike gave me her account last night, and I’ve received a detailed missive from Commander Lerin, too.” Desomer snorted as he held up several pages filled with spidery handwriting. “He wasn’t very complimentary of you.”

“I’ll bet,” Arya muttered, before realising who she was talking to. “Sorry, sir.”

Desomer’s eyes gleamed in private amusement. “He’s an ignorant fool who can barely tell one end of a sword from another. He got where he is because of family connections, not merit. If he doesn’t like you, that probably means you’re a half-decent Raider who has a mind of her own. Now, give me your account of what happened from beginning to end. Don’t leave anything out.”

Taking a breath, Arya ordered her thoughts and proceeded to report everything that had happened since her shield had left Icecliff Fort to deliver the new birds to SheerRock. He didn’t interrupt, waiting to speak until she’d finished.

“There seems to be some confusion over the intent of this force of creatures.” Desomer’s eyes were on the papers before him. “What’s your take on it?”

“The initial attack on my shield appeared strategic, sir. Our outriders were killed prior to the attack on the main column. At SheerRock, the creatures attacked at night and in the middle of bad weather, taking those in the fort by surprise. That’s not generally how wild creatures behave, sir, magical or not. Not to mention, someone dug the tunnel through the rockfall in the underground road.”

Desomer sat back in his chair, took another puff of his cigar. “What of Ranier’s claims that the Nightstalker was testing our border defences?”

“I consider them credible, sir.” She ignored her memory of the Etherean elder telling her that the wraiths and shadowhounds had come looking for her. The more time that passed since that conversation, the easier it was to ignore, to convince herself his claims were fanciful. “And it fits most of the facts.”

“Most?”

“Their siege of Icecliff was broken easily and the creatures fled, dispersing into the mountains. It didn’t seem to be a stern test of our defences, if that was the intention.”

He didn’t say anything further, so she tried, “Sir, if the Nightstalker was directing the creatures, he might try again, possibly with larger numbers. Without fully understanding their intent, we have to act as if it could occur again.”

“Oh we have to, do we?” He lifted an eyebrow.

She cleared her throat. “I just meant—”

“No, you’re right. Our warlord and chief adviser seem far more concerned about Mathas Crowtalon than anything else, but our job is to keep the borders safe and leave the political wrangling to them.” He cleared his throat, sat forward. “About your apprenticeship. You’ll drill with the shields here every morning. After that, you’ll attend lessons with young Lord Rorin and these new fosterlings I’m advised we’ll soon be getting. The afternoons and evenings you’ll spend with me.”

“Lessons?” Arya baulked. “Sir, I already—”

“You’ll never be general of Ravenstrike without a thorough education,” Desomer interrupted. “Don’t insult my intelligence by telling me you received that while growing up on the streets of Aren.”

Arya flushed. “Yes, sir.”

“I expect you to work as hard in your lessons as you do in the drill yard and in your time with me. Clear?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Besides, if our new warlord deems it necessary to put her young heir in a room with two Shadeweaver children on a daily basis, someone is going to need to make sure he doesn’t get assassinated, and that someone will be you.”

“Sir.” She stifled an involuntary laugh.

He rose then, stubbing out his cigar. “You won’t find things easy with the Raiders here. You’ve been plucked out of nowhere and given an opportunity many of them coveted. You’ll have to prove yourself to them.”

“Yes, sir.” She winced inwardly. That was the sense she’d already gotten, but having him state it so plainly made it real.

“I’m not going to hold your hand. I’ll teach you, but I won’t cosset you.”

She straightened her shoulders, offended by the very idea. “I don’t need hand-holding or cosseting, sir.”

“The arrogance on her,” he muttered to himself, shaking his head. “Clear out and leave me to it. I’ve got a mountain of parchment to catch up on after redistributing shields all over the place to backfill SheerRock and make sure we’re not left vulnerable anywhere else. Not to mention figure out where to put the reinforcements of Raiders I’ll be summoning from the southern barracks on the High Warlord’s orders. I’ll give you today to yourself while I get on top of that. Your apprenticeship starts tomorrow at drill.”

“Sir.” Arya saluted and left.

As she closed the door behind her, a little smile crept over her face.

She liked General Desomer.

It was a shame he didn’t seem to find her particularly likeable. Arya squared her shoulders. That was okay—she’d win him over.

Arya didn’t plan on failing.

Darmanin Crowtalon arrived at Heathrock the following morning.

Returning from drill, Arya heard the shouts at the front gate that indicated someone was approaching and diverted by the kitchens, searching for Peemla.

Her first drill had been a miserable experience. Compared to the camaraderie of drilling with her shield at Icecliff, this morning had been a stiff hour where nobody spoke to her beyond issuing orders. Her drill partner had been uncommunicative, and she’d had to be at her sharpest to ensure the underhanded blows he tried to get in didn’t land.

Thankfully, the chamberlain was there, overseeing breakfast being laid out on trays for the family. “Peemla? I think the warlord’s two guests have arrived. Would you mind letting her and Chief Adviser Magen know? General Desomer too, if you can find him.”

Peemla gave her a curious look, and Arya winced. Maybe she wasn’t supposed to ask the chamberlain to do things. “Sorry, I’d do it myself, but I want to be in the yard when they come in, make sure everything is all right.” She wasn’t entirely sure what would happen once two Shadeweavers were allowed inside the gates and certainly hadn’t ruled out some elaborate trap set by Ranier.

“Don’t be silly,” Peemla said as she headed for the door. “We’ve both got our jobs to do. Would you mind keeping them out front until the warlord is ready to receive them inside?”

“I can do that.”

When Arya emerged into the frigid morning, the gates were swinging closed, and only one hooded Shadeweaver dismounted from his horse, wariness in every inch of his bearing. 

“Hello, Darmanin,” she called.

His head swung around, shoulders relaxing slightly. His cool grey eyes were watchful as she approached. “Raider Nameless.” 

“Captain, now.” Arya’s gaze roved over the purple bruising around his right eye and the swollen cut on his cheekbone. He’d dismounted stiffly, too, as if his chest or ribs pained him. “What happened to you?”

“Ranier doesn’t much like it when his people disobey orders,” he said, his tone inviting no further discussion on the topic.

So Darmanin had been punished for helping them against the wraiths and shadowhounds. A trickle of affront sparked in her chest on his behalf, even though he was a Shadeweaver and essentially a stranger to her. Maybe it had been the right thing to bring him here. She accepted his desire not to speak of it and looked over his shoulder. “Where’s Ranier’s daughter?”

“I’ve no idea,” he said. “She lives in Heathrock city with a guardian. I’ve never even met her.”

Arya frowned. “Ranier said he would send you both—”

More shouts sounded at the gate, and once again they winched open, allowing another rider through. In every way, the girl looked like a young noblewoman: clad in a lovely dress with a bright flower pattern, dark hair perfectly arranged in jaw-length curls, back impressively straight. Arya was surprised she wasn’t riding side-saddle.

She wondered if this wasn’t Ranier’s daughter at all, and instead a guest of Thiara Ravenstrike’s that Arya didn’t know was coming. Would it be a faux pas for Arya to greet her if so? She looked at Darmanin, but he wasn’t any help.

The girl dismounted, saw Darmanin and Arya standing by the steps, and came over. She was small, a good half a head shorter than Arya, but looked about the same age, or maybe a year younger. Arya’s quick once-over to make sure the girl wasn’t carrying a weapon revealed nothing unusual bar smudges of ink on the tips of her fingers.

“Hello.” She seemed nervous, but friendly. “I’m Essa—my father told me I’m to live here from now on.”

Arya cleared her throat. “Your father being Ranier, leader of the Shadeweavers?”

“That’s right.”

The girl had the same dark brown hair as Ranier, the same pointed nose, but they didn’t share much else. “You’re his daughter?”

“I am.” She smiled, hands clasped neatly before her.

All Arya’s doubts about this arrangement flooded to the surface. There was no way this girl was as innocent as she appeared. Not Ranier’s daughter.

“You’re suspicious of me,” Essa said. There was a simple confidence about her that Arya instinctively respected. “That’s fair, I’m aware of his reputation.” 

“Thanks for the permission,” Arya said. “Why are you here?”

“To be honest, I’ve no idea why he sent me,” she said, giving a little shrug. “But I have no immediate plans to start slitting throats or stealing things or otherwise making a nuisance of myself, if that helps.”

“Oh,” Arya managed. Darmanin made a sound that might have been a choked laugh.

“Are you Captain Nameless, then?” Essa studied her. “You’re younger than I thought you would be.”

“Am I?”

Essa cocked her head in Darmanin’s direction. “Who are you?”

“Darmanin.” He spoke tersely and didn’t offer his last name.

An awkward silence fell. After a moment, Arya gave herself a little shake and decided to try discerning more of Darmanin’s motives while they waited, since she’d failed so miserably with Essa.

“I thought Warlord Ravenstrike might have found it more difficult to roust you from your Shadeweaver home,” she said lightly. “You being beholden to no man and all that.”

His mouth curled slightly, as if he wanted to smile at her reference to their last conversation but held it back. “I have my reasons.”

The conversation died again, and this time Arya was helpless to revive it. Essa seemed comfortable, though, her gaze taking in their surroundings with what seemed like genuine awe and interest.

“Captain?”

Arya swore in gratitude under her breath as Taze appeared from inside. “Warlord Ravenstrike and her family are ready to greet their guests.”

Arya gave the two Shadeweavers one long, dubious, glance, then let out a sigh. “Darmanin, Essa, this is Raider Taze Nameless. He is the bodyguard to the warlord’s son, Lord Rorin. You’ll no doubt be seeing a lot of each other.”

“I remember you,” Darmanin said to Taze, giving him a slight nod.

“Hello!” Essa stuck out her hand. “So you’ll be the one killing me ruthlessly but efficiently if I make any threatening moves towards Lord Rorin?”

Arya coughed, swallowing a laugh, while Taze’s eyebrows shot skywards. But after a moment he shrugged and shook her hand. “That about sums it up.”

Arya led the way up the stairs and into the entrance hall. Lord Eaglesoar and Rorin stood waiting to greet the newcomers while Peemla hovered discreetly in the background. The warlord strode in just as they did, Magen at her side. Arya’s glance went straight to Rorin. He immediately offered her a cheerful wave. She smiled back. 

Thiara Ravenstrike crossed to Darmanin. “Darmanin Crowtalon. Welcome to Heathrock. Do you agree to be a guest in my household?” 

“Yes,” he replied in that grave way of his. “On the condition that I am not ever to be handed over to my father.”

“My word on it,” Thiara Ravenstrike promised. “I am sure you have already guessed that there are several reasons I have offered you a place in my home. But among them is a desire for my son to have those of his own age around him. I ask for your word that while you are under my roof, you will do nothing to harm me or my house.”

“My word on it, Warlord Ravenstrike.” Darmanin bowed his head slightly. 

Thiara shifted her attention to Essa. The warlord’s face was impressively blank, but Arya wondered if she felt the same surprise Arya had on meeting her. “You are Ranier’s daughter, Essa?”

“Yes, Warlord.” She bowed her head too, tone polite and deferential. Arya eyed her like a hawk. If she made even the faintest of moves towards her warlord…

“Will you make the same oath that Darmanin has?”

“I give my word that as long as I am under the protection of this house, I will do nothing to harm it.” Essa smiled easily as she spoke, no hesitation in her voice or bearing.

“If either of you do anything to hurt me or mine, you’ll be dealt with quickly and permanently. Don’t doubt me on this.” Thiara Ravenstrike stepped back. “Rorin? Come and meet Darmanin and Essa.” 

He approached, face alight with curiosity, and stuck his hand out in Darmanin’s direction. The unsmiling youth took it and said, “I’m pleased to meet you, Lord Rorin Ravenstrike.”

“Same.” Essa stuck her hand out too. “Am I supposed to address you formally? Or are things more relaxed here at home?”

There was something about her. A bubbly infectiousness that had Arya’s entire bearing relaxing even though she was deliberately trying to maintain a watchful air around the girl.

Rorin seemed disarmed by it too, eyes bright as he signed with enthusiasm. Thiara watched, then hesitated before letting out a little sigh. “In private, you may address each other informally.”

“Sister dear, what is all this?” 

Arya turned as Lanna entered the room, instinctively on guard at the woman’s tone. It was pleasant, but in an overly sweet sort of way. The mere sight of her had Arya bristling. She would never forget what she’d overheard.

“Lanna.” Thiara’s voice was flat. “I’ve already informed you about us taking on fosterlings.”

“Oh yes, that.” She gave a languid wave of her hand. “The latest in your series of foolish decisions. I’d best remember to turn the lock on my bedroom door tonight.”

Rorin scowled, arms crossed defiantly, and Matte glanced at the woman with a look of fastidious distaste. Darmanin’s expression closed over, and Essa shifted backwards, like she’d prefer to disappear into the tapestries and avoid the awkward family drama if that was at all possible.

Thiara’s mouth thinned. “We won’t be discussing this again, especially not in front of guests.”

“I am your sister.” An edge crept into that overly sweet voice.

“Yet I am warlord,” Thiara said coldly.

The expression on Lanna’s face turned calculating. “If the other warlords had known anything of the choices you would make, they would never have confirmed you.”

“Then how greatly fortunate for me that they did not,” Thiara said, then turned her back on her sister. “Peemla, show Essa and Darmanin to their rooms and give them a tour of the castle. Rorin, please return to your lessons.”

Everyone dispersed, the warlord’s tone ensuring they did it quickly and without fuss. Arya was left standing in the hall with Matte Eaglesoar, who looked troubled as he watched Lanna walk away.

“I’d best go with Peemla. Make sure she’s okay,” Arya managed, eyes trailing the chamberlain.

Matte’s mouth twisted wryly. “I take it you don’t trust our new guests any more than my dear sister-in-law does?”

“I’d just like to be sure.” Arya ran after the departing figures.

The moment Darmanin saw Arya approach, he murmured something to Peemla, then stopped and waited for her while the other two continued on.

“Something wrong?” she asked him.

“No. I just needed to confirm something.” He glanced around, lowered his voice further. “You haven’t told Warlord Ravenstrike about my magic, have you? She would never have invited me here if she knew.”

“What of it?”

“I’m no fool, Arya. I’m aware that Warlord Ravenstrike is taking me in for political reasons. I have no illusions that she cares about me at all beyond how she can use me,” he said. “You lied to her.” His gaze roved her face, as if searching for something he couldn’t find. 

Protect him. The urge rose in her again. There was something about this boy, this guarded, fierce, remote boy, that she wanted to shield from harm. She just wished she understood why.

Arya shifted uncomfortably. “I didn’t lie exactly. I just didn’t tell her everything.”

“If she finds out, you’ll be tossed out just as fast as me. Maybe worse.” 

As quick as a blink, the desire to protect faded, replaced by wariness. Arya took a step back. “Is that a threat?”

“I will hold to my oath to your warlord, Arya Nameless,” he said formally. “You have nothing to fear from me while I enjoy the protection of his household.”

A veiled threat then. If Thiara Ravenstrike threw him out because she discovered his magic, then he would have no reason to hold to his word.

“Understood.”

“I hope you do.” His gaze held hers.

“We’d best catch up with Peemla,” Arya said. “If she gets too far ahead, I certainly won’t be able to find her. This place is a maze.”

As they walked, Arya tried to loosen the unease clenching tight in her shoulder blades. What had she set in motion by mentioning Darmanin to the warlord, then hiding a critical piece of information about him? Two Shadeweavers now living under this roof, both hiding secrets, both potential threats. And Arya couldn’t watch them both constantly.

If anything happened to endanger the warlord or this household... 

She would lose everything.
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Despite Arya’s fears about Thiara Ravenstrike’s decision to take two Shadeweavers under her roof, she hadn’t expected for it to take less than a week for the situation to spin almost catastrophically out of control. In fact, initially, it went surprisingly well.  

Rorin made no attempt to hide his delight at having companions his own age, and while Arya feared that he made himself too vulnerable in his naivety, both Darmanin and Essa had accepted his wholehearted welcome with nothing but reserved warmth. She saw no signs of the cruel superiority with which Lanna’s older boys treated Rorin. In fact, Darmanin and Essa treated him no differently than they would any other boy roughly their own age—something that clearly made Rorin’s eyes shine.

Then, on the fifth morning after their arrival, Arya ate a quick breakfast in the kitchens—seeking the comfort of Peemla’s presence after another cold and uncomfortable drill with the Heathrock Raiders—before making her way to report to General Desomer. The rapping of her boots on the stone floor of the hallway leading to the office wing was the only sound in the deathly silent corridors, until the distant snatch of raised voices coming from outside. 

Curious, she peered out the nearest window. Immediately below was an enclosed garden, beyond which stood the outer wall and the frozen-over lake.

“Raven’s balls,” she muttered.

Rorin was in the garden, backing away from two older boys—Jenka and Warn, Lanna Ravenstrike’s two sons. The younger one, Warn, called out something that Arya couldn’t make out, while Jenka—laughing—lunged forward and wrapped an arm around Rorin in a wrestling hold. Rorin struggled uselessly as Jenka brought him down to the ground, hard. Rorin clearly didn’t have the strength or skill to free himself. Still, he fought against the bigger boy anyway, kicking and pummelling to no avail. 

He couldn’t scream, couldn’t ask for help, couldn’t make a sound.

Arya’s temper flared white-hot and a snarl tore from her throat.

She banged her palm on the window, trying to get their attention, but the noise wasn’t loud enough. She turned and sprinted back the way she’d come. Taking the stairs two at a time, she hit the ground floor running and accosted the first servant she saw, demanding, “Tell me the quickest way to the east garden.”

His eyes went wide, presumably at the sight of her furious expression, and he stammered out, “Ah … straight down that hall and then … uh … second door to the right.”

She left him gaping after her, sprinting hard, boots thudding on stone. When she reached the door he’d directed her to, she shouldered through it, one hand on the hilt of her sword—

But someone else had seen the altercation and gotten there faster.

Even as Arya spotted the tussling boys in the snow and started towards them, Darmanin, who had come running from the opposite direction, leaped onto Jenka’s back, wrapping an arm around the older boy’s throat and dragging him off Rorin with surprising strength given his slight frame.

Warn glanced between Rorin—lying on the snow, gasping for air, nose bloodied—and the bitterly fighting figures of Jenka and Darmanin, then made a move towards his brother, presumably intending to help him.

“HEY!” Arya used her best parade ground bellow, resting her hand on the hilt of her sword and standing tall and straight, knowing the layers of her uniform made her bigger and more imposing.

Warn immediately stopped in his tracks, boots sliding in the snow so that he almost fell. Jenka and Darmanin ignored her and continued wrestling, throwing wild punches that didn’t hit anything. Then, even though he was smaller and younger, Darmanin got the upper hand. He scrambled above the taller boy and slammed a fist into his face. A blood-curdling snarl ripped out of him, and his body turned rigid. Jenka cried out in pain, nose smashed and bloody, curling around himself. Darmanin lifted his fist again.

“Shit, shit, shit,” Arya swore, bursting into a run for the two boys and bellowing at Warn. “Get back. Rorin, stay down. Nobody move!”

She crashed into Darmanin, sending him to the ground, covering him with her body as he thrashed beneath her. His eyes had gone bright silver and long fangs slid down from his mouth. “Get control of yourself,” she hissed in his ear. If he changed now, in front of Lanna’s sons … “CONTROL!” she bellowed.

Another snarl tore out of him, and he continued thrashing, but she was bigger and stronger and more experienced. Eventually his struggles lessened, the light in his eyes fading, his features returning to normal. Once she was certain he was in control of his magic, she clambered to her feet, letting him do the same.

Jenka was rolling in the snow, moaning in pain, cradling his face. Clearly the kid had never taken a hit before. Arya took a few steps towards Rorin, wanting to make sure he was okay, but as soon as she did, Warn let out a yell of fury and leaped at his brother’s attacker. Darmanin spun to face him. Metal flashed as he pulled a blade. He was hunched, eyes bright, nothing but feral violence written all over his face.

“Darmanin, no!” 

She reached out, wrapped an arm around Darmanin’s throat and hauled him away. Once again he fought her bitterly, gasping and kicking, the knife slashing through the air. She used her height and leverage to keep it away from her. Eventually she managed to wrestle him some distance away. “Enough!” she bellowed in his ear.

He stilled, and she let him go. Chest heaving, he lifted his hands in the air. “I’m done.”

She held his gaze for a moment longer to be sure. “Don’t you move an inch.”

Arya turned back to the other three boys, adrenaline racing. Shit. Darmanin had just pulled a knife on a warlord’s nephew. He would have used it, too, if she hadn’t been there.

Rorin was on his feet, hand pressed to his nose. Unlike Jenka, there were no tears streaking his face. Warn helped his brother up. 

“We were just horsing around, and you had no right to intervene, Nameless.” Jenka looked furious now that the immediate flare of pain had faded. “Just because Rorin is such a pathetic heir that he can’t even wrestle like…”

Jenka’s words trailed off as he got a good look at Arya’s face. Her fury must have looked truly terrible, because Jenka and Warn glanced at each other, then broke into a run for the garden exit, trying to slip past her. 

Arya was quicker.

She swung around as Jenka shot past and grabbed him by the lapels of his shirt. Using the momentum of her swing, she slammed him up against the castle wall and placed her forearm at his throat. “Rorin, come here,” she called.

Footsteps sounded and the bloodied boy appeared at her right. Arya looked into Jenka’s face. “Apologise.”

His lip curled and he remained stubbornly silent. Arya pressed harder on his throat until he was gasping for air. “Apologise!”

“I’m sorry, Rorin,” Jenka gasped out.

“Me too,” Warn muttered, eyes on his feet. To his credit, he hadn’t abandoned his brother and continued running out of the garden.

She let go of Jenka and he dropped to the ground. “If I ever see either of you even look sideways at Rorin again, I won’t go so easy on you. I don’t care who your mother is. Are we clear?”

Jenka and Warn nodded.

“Get out!” she snapped “Now. Go!”

The two boys scattered, and Arya turned back to Rorin. “Will you go and wait over by the gate while I speak with Darmanin? He’s really angry and I just need to make sure he calms down. Okay?”

Rorin shot a wary look between the two of them, then nodded and did as she asked. Arya faced Darmanin then. He hadn’t moved, but his grey eyes remained bright with cold menace. He still clutched the knife in his hand, and a snarl ripped from his throat as she faced him. This was no child staring her down with a knife. 

“If you’d tried using that on me, I’d have killed you,” she told him flatly. “And if you use it on anyone in this household again, even bullies, I will do the same.”

He said nothing, just continued to stare at her defiantly.

She lowered her voice but didn’t lose the steel from it. “The same goes if you try turning into a shadowhound again. You do that and you’re done. You are no longer a Shadeweaver. Is that clear?”

The moment held, but then the brightness in his eyes faded and he held out the knife, hilt facing her. “Understood.”

She took it, tucked it into her weapons’ belt. As she did, his usual expressionless mask settled over his features.

Arya waved Rorin over. “Let me take a look at that nose. Did he hurt you anywhere else?”

Rorin shook his head and she pulled out a kerchief from her pocket to gently wipe the blood away. The boy stoically endured her ministrations, then reached back and pulled a scrap of parchment and thin piece of charcoal from his vest pocket. He spent a second writing something, then held it up.

You helped me.

She nodded. “Those boys are bullies.”

“I was trying to help also,” Darmanin said stiffly. “They deserved my knife.”

Arya gave him a look. He ignored it.

Tears welled in Rorin’s eyes, and he scribbled something else. Nobody has ever stood up for me before.

“You’re not alone anymore, Rorin,” Arya said. “If this ever happens again, you come to me immediately. Understood?”He nodded, a tremulous smile breaking over his face.

“Good. Now both of you go and clean up and report to your lesson with Laskin.”

“Captain.” Darmanin hesitated before following Rorin, and the other boy paused at the gate, clearly curious, but leaving them their privacy.

“What?” she snapped.

“The shadowhound … I didn’t mean …” He expelled a frustrated breath. “I can’t control it yet. When I get angry…”

Her ire was still up and she wanted to yell at him again but stopped herself. Hard life aside, he was a fourteen-year-old boy. “You do understand how important it is that nobody here see you shapeshift, let alone attack someone? And not just because of the warlord’s politics. You have a home here.”

He nodded.

“You can learn to control it.” At least, she hoped he could. She glanced at Rorin, let out a sigh at what she was about to suggest. “I’ll figure out a reason for us to take rides outside the walls. We’ll find a place in the forest where you can safely practice until it’s second nature and fully under your control. Okay?”

He thought on that a moment, then nodded firmly. “Okay.”

“Good. Now go.”

After a brief search, Arya found Taze in the Raider barracks mess, eating with Laskin. It was still in the middle of post-drill breakfast time, so the space was close to full, though her two Raiders sat on their own. She ignored all the disgruntled looks cast her way as she crossed the room to them. “Taze!” she called out.

“Captain!” He shot up from his seat, saluted.

“Where is Lord Rorin right now?”

“I—”

“You’re his bodyguard,” she snapped when he hesitated. “That means you are supposed to know where he is at all times. Including when he’s getting beaten up by a pair of bullies in the east garden.”

Taze straightened. “How do I get to—?”

“It’s taken care of.”

“He’s all right?”

“Apart from a bloody nose. But Darmanin got there before I could and now Jenka Crowtalon also has a bloody nose. That is going to be a problem.”

Taze reddened. “I’m sorry, Captain.”

“Sorry won’t be good enough if Rorin gets hurt on your watch,” she said, feeling better at being able to loose some of her frustration on him. “Now go, find him, and stay with him. That’s an order!”

“Yes, Captain.”

Laskin opened his mouth as Taze dashed off, but Arya cut him off. “Don’t you start. You’re due to give Rorin and Darmanin their lesson. Get to it—they’ll probably need some patching up before you start.” 

He saluted. “Yes, Captain.” 

Once both Raiders were gone, Arya turned to see General Desomer watching from the doorway to the mess. The low-level chatter had fallen silent at his appearance, and she made her way over to him and saluted. “Sir.” 

He eyed her. “I’m glad to see you’ve already learned the skill of shouting at your command.”

It was her turn to redden. “Sir.” 

“You have nothing to be embarrassed about,” Desomer said. “Your Raider should have known where the young lord was. You were right to reprimand him.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Now, the story I just heard was that young Lord Jenka was set upon by a murderous Shadeweaver who broke his nose and threatened him with a knife, and that you then threw him against a wall and tried to choke him. What the hell happened?”

“I—”

“Save it for the warlord.” His glower deepened. “She wants to see both of us, now.”

He turned and strode away. Heart sinking, Arya followed. Despite knowing she shouldn’t, she’d lost her temper at the sight of those boys hurting Rorin, but that didn’t give her permission to touch a lord.

This wasn’t going to be good.
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