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  Chapter 1


Drip, drip, drip. 
Drip, drip…
Silence.
Arya’s eyes snapped open at the sudden cessation of a sound that had been her only companion for what felt like a very long time. The threadbare blanket over her knees slid off as she shifted, readying to stand. Maybe…
Drip.
Drip, drip, drip.
A sigh escaped her. She settled back against the wall, eyes sliding closed, senses attuned to any shift in the atmosphere that might indicate she was finally going to be released from the cell she’d been in since her arrival at Blackstone prison.
Four paces wide. Four paces long. Stone floor and walls. Damp, cold, air. A narrow bench with a single blanket and a bucket in the corner for waste. No exit apart from the thick wooden door. So dark she couldn’t see her fingers in front of her face. The only light she ever saw was flickering lamplight when the slot in the bottom of her cell door was opened and a tray of food was shoved through, a hook then dragging out her bucket before replacing it with an empty one. The meals came irregularly, and she’d soon given up using those to keep track of the time.
She shifted, trying to get comfortable on the hard surface. It was hard to remember what feeling comfortable, warm, full, felt like. The cold ate into her bones, opening pathways for despair. Foolishly, Arya hadn’t planned on being placed in solitary confinement. She’d assumed they would lock her up with the other prisoners. And as the long hours, and then days, passed, dread had slowly settled into her bones.
They could leave her in here for months. Years. Forever.
And none but the Nightstalker and his newly discovered heir knew where she was.
It had been a tactical error. But she’d known from the beginning that this plan was risky, relied on too many things that could go wrong, that were out of her control. It was why she hadn’t wanted to use it unless she had literally no other choice. And now she was stuck. Possibly forever.
Arya tried to stay optimistic, to not let the despair win. She forced herself to be active, filling the impossibly long hours with stretching and strength exercises, keeping her body strong and limber. And as she pushed herself to exhaustion and beyond, she told herself it was because she was going to get out of this cell. And as soon as she did, she needed to be strong, so that she could do what she’d come to do and then escape.
The food was never more than slop that did nothing to satisfy her appetite, and she could feel the flesh melting from her bones, leaving only corded muscle and bone. When she wasn’t exercising, she sat on the bench, huddled, shivering under the blanket, staring into nothing.
Waiting to get out.
A door slammed in the distance. Arya snapped out of her thoughts, body poised to move, but for a long moment, nothing happened. And then a high, breathless, scream. It was human. Terrified. And in pain. The scream came again. Another slamming door.
The silence settled back over her cell. Its damp and icy air fought a triumphant battle against the thin blanket wrapped around her shoulders. Her heart thudded as she huddled, shivering, wondering if they were coming for her next.
The more time that passed, nothing but formless darkness surrounding her, the harder the waiting got, but a spark of stubbornness, of fire, inside her refused to go out. She reminded herself why she was here. That she’d come with a purpose. The first step of her plan—to ally with the Dunidae warlords so that they would march at her back against the Nightstalker—had failed when the Nightstalker had allied with Khadini to invade Dunidaen itself. The Dunidae were now fighting for their lives and would be lucky if they had much of an army left, if they didn’t lose entirely.
Or maybe they’d already lost. She’d been in this darkness so long. When she’d been captured, the Nightstalker’s army had been marching on Gateport, allied with the fearsome Khadini Rangers. Her brother had been leading the Dunidae army. Was he all right?
Arya wished she were there with every breath she took. She was a soldier down to her bones, a war leader, a general. The battlefield was where she belonged. Instead, she’d chosen to abandon them for another path, a gamble, a chance at finding the knowledge she needed to face the Nightstalker and win. So that her son would be safe, and not hunted relentlessly like she’d been all her life. So that she could be with Kirin. So that the rest of her family would be safe too.
And so that she could sit the throne of Andahar as its queen.
But fear and worry continued to creep in at her darkest moments. What of her Sky Lords, her cairdre? The Nightstalker had made a deal with Darmanin to keep Arya alive, but she had no way of knowing if that deal extended to Essa, Leanir, or Chiarn. And what of Peemla and Anjurin, presumably trapped in the north at Heathrock while war raged in southern Dunidaen? Laskin and her old Icecliff shield? Her rebel Andahari army? Elendryl, her wyvern, a literal piece of her soul.
If anything had happened to them…
She’d already lost Taze, a grief that was a live animal in her chest, a constant companion. Every time the memory of him exploded like shards of glass in her chest, she sucked in a deep breath and pulled herself back from the precipice.
And she kept waiting. Kept fighting back hopelessness.
For Kirin. For Rorin. For her cairdre.
For Andahar.






  
  Chapter 2


Arya’s breath hissed in and out. Controlled and consistent. Two hundred press ups, two hundred and one, two hundred and two. Her arms and core burned. Sweat slicked her skin and dripped to the stone floor. But she kept going, a fast rhythm, her heart pounding. At three hundred, she dropped to the floor, rolled onto her back, and started crunches. One, two, three— 
Bootsteps in the distance.
Arya rolled to her feet, making sure her bucket and her empty tray were near the slot at the bottom of the door before backing away. The cold air was already raising goosebumps on her sweat-slicked skin, so she pulled her filthy tunic back on, buttoning it up. The footsteps came to a halt outside, and lantern light flickered as the slot slid open. Her meal tray slid in—attached to some kind of utensil, which was then used to slide out her bucket and push in a new one. No opportunity for her to grab someone’s hand or arm and force them to let her out.
“What’s your name?” She tried, every now and then, to start a conversation.
Not once had anyone answered.
The bootsteps continued, stopping and starting—so far, she’d counted at least three other prisoners in isolation—before returning the way they’d come. It had started as four, but after the recent screams, the guard had only visited three cells to deliver food trays. Hungry as always, she scooped up every bite of the slop, uncaring of its bland taste. Almost as soon as she’d swallowed the final bite, an odd lassitude swept over her.
Before she registered that she’d been drugged, she was slumping to the damp floor, unconscious.
Rain pounded through her dreams, threaded with images of monsters in the dark and the Nightstalker’s face smirking at her, silver eyes alight with delight in her terror. Then the memory of Taze, resolutely facing down a swarm of firedrakes to protect his warlord, too far away for Arya to get to in time.
Over and over, she tried to save her friend and failed.
Arya came awake with a sob, grief tearing through her so fiercely she curled into a fetal position, eyes scrunched closed. Every time she woke from those nightmares with the crushing realisation that she couldn’t save Taze. She hadn’t saved him. He was gone. Tears streaked her face, and she let them come.
There was no shame in grieving a man who’d been one of her closest and truest friends. Her family.
The losses were piling up, leaving scars on Arya’s soul that tore open in her dreams. Thiara Ravenstrike and her husband. Being forced to abandon her son. Taze. Even Helden SparrowWing. Sometimes she wondered how many she could collect before she just wouldn’t be able to function anymore. Or worse, how quickly the fear of experiencing another loss like that might leave her unable to make decisions at all. It had before.
Her breathing was just settling when a high-pitched squeal cut through the air. Arya reacted instinctively, rolling to her feet to face whatever threat came at her, teeth bared, fists ready. And then she winced, pain stabbing through her head as light flooded her eyes.  Swearing, she slammed her eyes shut again. She’d been in the dark so long that any light was torturous.
Her head snapped up. She wasn’t in the cell anymore.
Arya cracked one eye open, wincing as light stabbed through, and waited until the pain faded to bearable levels, then opened the other one. Soon she had both eyes half-open, but her vision blurred, and more tears streamed down her checks. Feeling incredibly vulnerable in a new location without being able to see properly, Arya concentrated on what she could hear.
Shuffling feet and murmured conversation.
Wherever she was, there were other people nearby. Her heart lifted with hope. Maybe she’d finally been released from isolation. But other people meant possible threats. Fear quickly killed the hope, and she swallowed down the spurt of panic that wanted to rise. Uselessly, she rubbed her sleeve over her eyes. She could just make out that she was in a different cell, this one with what looked like vertical bars instead of a wall at the front of it. And the squealing was from those bars sliding back enough to leave a doorway-sized opening.
A figure appeared in the opening. Arya instinctively reached for her sword and her magic but found neither. Panic surged more strongly, and she forced it back with an effort. Even so, her breathing came fast and sweat slicked her palms. She’d been in isolation so long that being back in the world felt overwhelming.
“You expecting a fight?”
The voice was male, young, with a lilting accent she hadn’t heard before, and it sounded amused. She squinted at him through streaming eyes. The owner of the voice didn’t look dangerous. He was maybe seventeen or eighteen years old, of average height, with tangled sandy hair, scruff on his cheeks, and a gangly build that was still trying to escape the awkwardness of youth. Freckles dotted his nose and cheeks, and his eyes were an unusual golden colour. He leaned against her open doorway, hands in the pockets of the tattered cloth hanging from his waist that seemed to pass for pants.
Arya eased out of her fighting stance, lowered her fists, but said nothing. He might not look threatening, but that didn’t mean anything. This was hostile territory, a prison that Niallin had once told her held Andahar’s most dangerous criminals. Every sense she had strained to pick up any potential danger.
His amusement deepened, mouth quirking in a condescending way that had her hackles rising. “You’re new. I’d ask what you’ve been blubbering about in your sleep, keeping us all awake, but random screaming is normal for prisoners brought up from the hole.”
“The hole?” Her voice was raspy from disuse. She coughed, tried to clear it.
He nodded. “It’s used as extra punishment for the naughty prisoners. How long were you down there?”“I have no idea.”
“That long, huh? You seem saner than I would have expected.” He whistled, giving her a once over, like her sanity was an amusing trick a dog had just performed in front of him.
Irritated, she bared her teeth. “And what are you then, the welcoming party?”
“I’m merely bored, newbie.” He glanced into the hallway behind him, pushed lazily off the doorframe. Arya’s peripheral gaze had been tracking other prisoners shuffling past. Some glanced into the cell with interest, others kept vacant stares straight ahead. All studiously avoided looking at the man she was talking to. “You should come out before the guards come to roust you.”
She swallowed, the fear creeping back. Going out didn’t seem like the smartest plan, not until she got a better understanding of the lay of the land. “Where is everyone going?”“First breakfast, then the yard, then dinner, then back here.” He looked her up and down again, this time as if assessing for intelligence that might be lacking. “It’s not optional.”
He wandered off before she could punch him in the face.
At least he’d given her useful information. Arya planned on following every prison rule to the letter. She would do nothing that might risk the guards putting her back in the hole. For her plan to work, she needed to be amongst the general prison population. And survive it, said a little voice in the back of her head. A shiver ran through her.
Before moving, she made sure the sleeve of her tunic was pulled all the way down, concealing her lightning scar. That was a piece of currency she planned to use very carefully. Depending on who saw it, the recognisable Stormrider mark could get her killed quicker than anything else in here.
Arya stepped cautiously into the corridor outside her cell, glancing in both directions. It was a long hall, filled with barred cells on both sides just like hers, although the cells were spaced apart so that no prisoner could see into the cell opposite. Was that to reinforce isolation, or for some other reason? The walls were constructed from dark stone, and despite the way her eyes had reacted to the light on first opening, it was dim inside. Small, barred windows set high at the back of each cell along her row were the only source of light. Arya made a note to investigate her window as an escape option as soon as she got back.
The young man had already joined the tail of the line of prisoners filing through a door at the end of the corridor to her left—there was no exit from the opposite end, only a stone wall—but he glanced over his shoulder when she joined the line. “You a recent arrival to Blackstone, or were you in one of the other cell wings before you did whatever it was that got you put in the hole?”
“I’m new,” she said, still in that croaky voice. It felt good to talk again. And despite the danger, it felt good to see people again, even if they were condescending little shits. Arya had never done well alone.
As they passed through the door, she spotted a large winch sitting just outside that must be the guards’ way of opening all the cell doors in the corridor. It reminded her of the gate-opening winch at Icecliff Fort, which brought a rush of bittersweet memories. What she wouldn’t give to be back there again. Taze still alive, Arya only responsible for the safety of her shield of twenty Raiders. She’d certainly welcome their comforting presence watching her back in this place.
Two guards stood beside the winch, looking bored. They weren’t Nightblades—or if they were, they wore a different uniform. Grey with silver accents and a sigil of crossed bars in black thread on their chests. Beyond the door, the line of shuffling prisoners turned right and walked a short distance before starting up a twisting stairwell narrow enough to force them to go single file. It was stifling in there, packed with unwashed bodies, and dark as night. Arya’s terror of enclosed spaces rose, clamping her chest and quickening her breathing, the stench making her stomach turn. She gritted her teeth and managed to hold it at bay long enough to climb two levels and emerge into a much wider hallway.
More prisoners spilled into this hallway from other stairwells. It wasn’t as packed as the stairwell, but her body stayed twitchy with discomfort at how closely they were pressed together. Her palms were curled tightly into fists, and she started violently when one man jostled into her. The look he gave her suggested he assumed she was mad. 
She had to calm down. Not drawing attention was the best way to stay safe until she understood her surroundings better.
To distract herself, she studied her fellow prisoners. Their attire ranged from fully dressed in multiple layers, to those without jackets or shoes, or even a shirt, in one case. The better dressed ones looked stronger and healthier. She absently ran a hand over her filthy but warm tunic. The guards had taken her armour and weapons when she’d arrived but left her in her blue Etherean garb. She hadn’t washed since before arriving, and her clothes stank, but they were warm and comfortable, if not a little itchy.
The wide corridor terminated in a long rectangular room that looked exactly like a mess hall. It had the same stone walls and floors as her cell. No windows, though, meaning it didn’t face the outside world. It stunk of smoke from the torches along the walls mixed with body odour from the prisoners and the greasy smells of cooking. Arya followed everyone else as they filed in, went to the front of the room, took a tray of food from a line of waiting trays—the servers spooning slop onto trays were behind bars, presumably for their protection—then sat at one of the long benches.
Conversation and the clatter of wooden—and blunt—cutlery filled the space. Anxious with a mix of fear and nausea from the stifling smells, Arya sat alone at the end of one of the emptier tables. She had no desire to get the wrong kind of notice by accidentally sitting with the wrong group. Best to work out prisoner dynamics before making a move. Even so urgency tugged at her. Her leg jiggled up and down. The stinking space felt too small, too constricting.
As always when she grew anxious, dark thoughts tugged at her. What if the Nightstalker had found Kirin already? What if the Dunidae army had lost, and Rorin—
She cut off those thoughts with an effort and focused on her food. The slop was no different than what she’d been served in the hole, and she forced herself to swallow small bites until it was all gone, before draining the cup of water that came with it. She had just started discreetly studying the prisoners in the mess, looking for what she needed, when a bell rang. Immediately the prisoners rose and formed a line to file out of the same door they’d arrived through. Arya joined them, keeping her gaze downward.
They moved along the wide corridor until reaching its other end, where daylight flooded the space. Arya winced, shading her eyes with a hand. They’d reached the bottom of a wide set of steps leading upwards. Outside, if the light was anything to go by. The line dissolved here, and prisoners moved up the stairs at their own pace.
At the top, Arya sucked in a deep, relieved breath of fresh air, shoulders relaxing at being out in open space. Then, as she properly took in her surroundings, her eyes widened. She stopped dead, and someone bumped into her from behind, shooting her a dark look. She shifted out of the way but then went back to staring. The steps ended at one edge of a yard that looked like it stretched out from the prison walls into open space. The southern and eastern sides of the yard were open, the northern—where the steps were—and western sides were prison wall. The ground was mostly mud, with a few patches of grass. Keeping a wary eye on her surroundings, she headed for the waist-high wall along the eastern edge.
A thick mist shrouded the area, making it impossible to see very far, and giving the effect that the prison stood alone inside a soup of fog. Turning, Arya glanced up at the buildings towering over the western and northern sides of the yard.
Was all of this stone lined with cazaix?
Her terror, barely held at bay after her breakfast experience, surged again at the reminder she couldn’t access her magic, couldn’t reach out to see if Elendryl, her cairdre, were alive and well, or hurt somewhere. Or even worse—
She cut herself off, forcing a deep, steady breath, fingers curling against the rough stone, the painful scrape of her skin helping anchor her in the present. She was here for a purpose. There was no choice now but to have faith in those she loved. And hope that they would be well until she could return to them.
Movement in her peripheral vision had her shifting to face the prisoner who’d spoken to her earlier, hands in his pockets, whistling under his breath. She wasn’t sure why he was approaching when none of the other prisoners had even attempted to talk to her, and it made her wary. Her heartbeat quickened. “Fog’s too thick to see the causeway, I take it?” he asked, joining her by the wall.
She calculated the distance between them and shifted slightly to increase it, just in case he made a move. “It’s always like this?”
He leaned over. “Yup. Some days it’s thin enough we can almost see across to the other side.” He gave a theatrical shiver. “Gives me the creeps, thinking about this place just hanging in the middle of a deep, dark, ravine. Somewhere down there is the causeway that joins the prison to the ravine edge. It’s the only way in or out.”
“Except for climbing down to the bottom.”
He gave her a look, like she was a special sort of idiot. “Have a penchant for fighting off firedrakes, do you? You do know they nest in the ravine walls? And even if you did make it to the bottom, you’d only get eaten by one of the chasmfiends that make the darkness down there their home.”
Her mouth thinned at his tone, temper slicing her wariness to ribbons. “Either I was misinformed about this place being full of dangerous criminals, or you have some kind of fighting skill that belies that scrawny frame,” she said. “Or am I the only prisoner you talk to like I’m a particularly inferior piece of dung under your shoe?”
He flushed red. Anger, she thought, with an underlying hint of humiliation. His words were sharp. “I think the hole did something to your mind that you would dare talk to me like that. Don’t worry, it might clear up in time. It often does. If you don’t have to go back.”
“And what’s so special about you?”
Something shifted in his expression. Surprise, or annoyance that he’d slipped somehow. It was hard to tell. It was quickly replaced by that condescending expression. “I pity you, newbie.”
“Why are you even talking to me? Nobody else is.”
He shrugged. “Like I said. Bored. This is marginally better than doing endless laps of this yard until it’s time to go in.”
Arya glanced around the yard. The prisoners stood alone or in small groups, some talking, some not. None even looked in her direction. Rather than reassuring her, it made her uneasy. This young man might be intensely unlikeable, but he was the only one who’d tried to talk to her. To accomplish what she needed here, she would need allies. So, she held out her hand. “I’m Arya.”
He cocked his head, amused condescension in his gaze. “Not much handshaking happens in this place.”
“What can I say? I was raised with manners.”
He gave her filthy hand a look and pointedly didn’t take it. “Raised by who?”
Thiara Ravenstrike. The name echoed through Arya’s heart, grief and love combined. But as much as the grief would always be there, Arya now found that when she thought of her warlord, there was also strength. And warmth. Thiara had believed in her. “An answer for an answer.”
He shrugged. “My name is Miell. I was raised by the horselords. Your turn.”
Arya had already thought about how to respond to this question. She knew so little about Andahar, she felt it was safer to tell the truth and name herself as a foreigner. “I was raised in Dunidaen, in a warlord’s household.”
His eyebrows shot up. “That’s … not what I expected. How did a Dunidae end up in Blackstone?”
Before she could answer, a hubbub broke out in the centre of the yard. A large group of prisoners were gathering around two men. Loud, angry, shouts echoed. Arya frowned, gaze narrowing when she looked at Miell and saw the nerve pulsing in his jaw. His hands had curled into fists where they were jammed in his pockets. “What is it?”
When he replied, his voice was casual, diffident. “Looks like there’s going to be a fight. Lucky you. First day here and you already get some entertainment.”
She glanced up at where guards paced along the top of the western wall of the yard, armed with bows. “The guards let fights happen?”
“As far as the guards are concerned, there are only two rules in Blackstone prison. You do what they say, when they say. Outside that…” Miell yawned, but she got the distinct impression it was for show. “It’s a free for all. You should be careful, Arya. As a Dunidae, you have no friends or allies in here, and that makes you incredibly vulnerable.”
A shiver of trepidation ripped through her, and she did her best to hide it from him. She’d gotten herself where she wanted to be, but that didn’t mean what came next wasn’t going to be incredibly dangerous. “Who are your friends and allies? Maybe they could be mine too.”
He gave her a contempt-filled once over, one that placed her firmly in the category of inferior, then wandered off. Although his pace was slow, he headed away from the fight, towards the top of the steps where guards stood.
So that was a no.
Arya watched the crowd of prisoners grow larger until almost all of those in the yard were gathered in a loose circle around two combatants. She couldn’t see much through the huddle of bodies. At some kind of signal she missed, the fight started, the prisoners launching themselves at each other with a series of punches. The ground was still wet from rain the night before and the fighters turned the surface of the yard into a muddy mess as they punched and kicked and wrestled. Cries and cheers rose from the spectating prisoners every time a punch landed.
Her gaze shifted often to the guards above and at the steps. They looked alert, but not worried. Meaning this was a common enough event that they didn’t feel under threat. Then one of the fighters pulled something from his pocket. Metal glinted as he lashed out, slashing at the other man’s neck. Blood sprayed, and the injured man collapsed to the ground, clutching at his torn throat, panicked and desperate. Seconds later he lay dead in the mud in a pool of his own blood.
The crowd began to disperse into small groups, talking and gesturing as if nothing extraordinary had happened. The guards didn’t move from their positions.
Arya let out a low whistle, a shudder running down her spine.
The entire fight, both combatants and the nature of the spectators’ cheers, had been animalistic, brutal, raw. It deepened Arya’s sense of vulnerability. Miell was right. She wouldn’t survive long here as an outsider without power or friends.
She had to obtain one or the other. Quickly.
She turned and leaned over the wall, wondering if the mist had thinned enough to see the causeway below. She wanted to get a good look at it, to see if climbing down to it from the yard might be possible. No luck. If anything, the fog had thickened.
She pushed off the wall and began walking along the edge of the yard in the same idle way Miell had. She kept her gaze averted from other prisoners talking, playing games, or doing their own exercise, and moved with a slight slump to her shoulders, emphasising she was no threat to anyone. She figured they’d eventually get curious about her, but the longer she stayed out of their notice, the better.
And as she walked, she watched. She paid attention. And she memorised.
And wished her Inkweaver was there to map it all for her.

      ***Miell slipped in beside Arya hours later as the horn sounded and the prisoners in the yard began heading towards the steps. “You’ve survived your first day in the yard.”
“You sound surprised.”
“The last newbie to arrive at Blackstone lasted three hours before getting killed in a fight over his shoes. That was last week.”
Arya’s gaze went to the body of the fallen fighter still lying in the mud. None of the guards had come to fetch it, and the prisoners had behaved all day as if it wasn’t there. She glanced down at her filthy tunic and breeches and decided cleaning them wasn’t such a good idea. The worse she looked, the less likely anyone would be to take anything from her.
Miell followed her gaze, an amused smile on his face. “Don’t lose any sleep over a dead marshfolk. The guards like to shoot at those who don’t make it out of the yard before the second bell sounds. It’s target practice for them.”
“How delightful,” she said dryly, then glanced at him, pasting a puzzled expression on her face, wondering if provoking his temper was the best way to get information out of him.
“What?” he snapped.
She shrugged. “I heard Blackstone is for the worst of the worst. But you don’t seem like you could catch a fly, let alone harm one. No offence.”
His teeth bared. “Offence taken, newbie.”
She continued, unafraid. “To me, the worst of the worst means rapists, torturers, murderers, and you don’t—”
He snorted. “Political prisoners and marshfolk sit atop King Nightstalker’s list of the worst criminals, newbie. Nothing else is a threat to him.”
A spark of interest zapped through Arya. “Political prisoners, huh? Rebels, you mean?”
Miell let out a genuine peal of laughter that had prisoners in front of them glancing over their shoulders in surprise. “You mean the idiot riverfolk who call themselves rebels and seem to think there’s still hope of removing the king and bringing back House Stormrider? I think that might be the funniest thing I’ve heard all year.”
“Who do you mean then?” Arya fought to keep the edge from her voice. His disdain for Esdee, Niallin, and those in her little army had her temper flaring. She reminded herself she was trying to win him as an ally and couldn’t push him too far.
He gave a sigh, as if growing bored with the conversation. “Mostly they’re captured marshfolk warriors. There must have been some renewed fighting in the Marshlands recently, because we’ve had an influx over the last couple weeks.”
She wanted to ask who, but held back. Best not to betray her interest just yet. “So, which of the categories do you fall into?”
He flashed her a grin. “I’m here because of a girl. Her father didn’t approve.”
“Oh yeah? And does messing with the wrong girl get you labelled as a political prisoner in Andahar? Or are you one of the not-so-terrible murderers or rapists?” By now, she knew for damn sure he wasn’t the latter. There was nothing violent in the young man that walked beside her.
Those strange golden eyes flashed with temper, and Miell increased his pace, moving ahead of her in the line of prisoners moving towards the eating hall, ending their conversation. She’d hit a nerve. Interesting. Also interesting—several of the glances shot his way from other prisoners as he passed. They weren’t afraid, but they weren’t looking at him like potential prey, either. Yet as far as she could tell, he was alone as she was.
Back inside, the damp walls, press of bodies and stink weighed on her, threatening to bring back the panic. She kept her gaze down, senses straining, aware that a prisoner with something sharp could bury it in her chest or kidney without her knowing it was coming in quarters this close. She wouldn’t even hear the approach amidst the shuffle of feet on stone and the low-level chatter.
She made it safely into the mess and sat down to eat in the same place as breakfast. The food proved to be bland and chewy, but she ate all of it despite her lack of appetite, wanting to keep her strength up. She’d only just finished when the bell rang and everyone stood up.
“Back to your cells and be quick about it.” A guard ordered as if by rote, his voice flat and bored. “No dawdling.”
Now there was something interesting to note. If all guards were so bored, they wouldn’t be looking for trouble, or expecting it. Arya followed the prisoner ahead of her back to her cellblock. Not long after she’d entered, a high-pitched squealing started up and the opening to her cell slid closed with a loud clang that echoed down the hall as subsequent cells closed.
Standing at the bars, she could see a little distance down the hall in each direction, but the angle wasn’t good enough to see into anyone else’s cell, or the guards’ post at the far end. Directly in front of her was stone wall. Turning away from the bars, she hopped up on the narrow shelf that functioned as a bed and looked out the window above it. It was open to the elements, and in lieu of a shutter three thin bars were set into the stone. The opening would be just wide enough for her to crawl through if the bars weren’t there.
Arya gave the bars a good tug, unsurprised to find no give, then dropped back to the shelf and stretched out, arms over her head, pulling the single blanket over her. As darkness fell outside, the light in the cellblock vanished too, encasing them all in darkness.
In the dark, she gathered up all the snippets she’d learned that day; recent fighting in the Marshlands, Miell and his disdain for marshfolk, the relative freedom allowed by the guards within the basic rules, and the existence of only one viable exit from the prison.
And she started planning.






  
  Chapter 3


Shouts echoed. 
Arya’s attention snapped to the centre of the yard where prisoners were gathering.
Another fight, then.
Frustration surged. She’d been encouraged by how much she’d learned on her first day, but in the handful of days since then she’d had an opportunity to study every prisoner in her wing at mealtimes and come to the depressing knowledge that who she was looking for wasn’t among them. It wasn’t necessarily surprising that her target was somewhere else in the prison, but it made things harder. A lot harder. Especially since she hadn’t made any progress on allies. She needed to keep herself safe until she found what she was looking for—and she didn’t kid herself that the apparent lack of interest from other prisoners would last.
A movement in her peripheral vision made her turn, but it was only Miell, strolling at his usual unhurried pace, hands tucked into pockets. He didn’t greet her, and his gaze was on the growing crowd as he said, “They used to keep us better segregated. There was less violence then.”
Miell had taken to spending snatches of time with her. Initially, she hadn’t been sure if it was just because he was bored, or whether he had another reason. She suspected part of it was that he just liked having someone he considered inferior around to toy with. He was rarely forthcoming with information, but something about the fights made him uneasy, frightened, even though he tried to hide it.
And that made her wonder, because none of the prisoners ever accosted Miell, yet she’d still seen no signs of him having friends or allies in the wing. Arya knew from her rough upbringing amongst soldiers that scrawny, arrogant types like Miell were the first target of bullies.
Miell’s voice startled her from her thoughts. “You with us today, newbie, or is that slow mind of yours struggling to understand me?”
She let the insults slide off. “Segregated how?”
In the centre of the yard, a loud roar went up as the fight started and one of the combatants wrestled his opponent to the ground.
“Keeping us, the riverfolk, and marshfolk in separate wings of the prison, with enough of a distribution of arwein amongst them to ensure everyone stays calm.”
Huh? “Who’s us?”
Indignant contempt filled his features, eyes snapping golden. “I’m a horselord, of course.”
Of course. Arya’s confusion deepened. “I don’t understand. Why do you need to be separated? You’re all Andahari, aren’t you?” And what in raven’s balls was an arwein?
He huffed an astonished breath, then shook his head, as if coming to a disappointing realisation. “Typical riverfolk comment. You are one of them, aren’t you, despite all your claims of being foreign. I’d guessed from the blonde hair and blue eyes, but now I’m certain.”
“I’m not…” Arya began, then stopped. She was riverfolk, technically, though her mind and heart still felt mostly Dunidae. Ravenstrike. “I was born in Dunidaen, Miell. If it’s such a problem, why did they stop segregating everyone?”
“They ran out of room to do it, I suppose, or stopped caring.” He shrugged. “I guess the fights are one way to keep the prison population at a manageable level.”
Her gaze narrowed. Miell spoke with a careless indifference, like he was airing whatever superficial thought came to his mind first. But his answers to her questions—like just now—often displayed a canny understanding or analysis of the situation. It suggested he’d been educated. Well.
“That does make a ruthless kind of sense,” she agreed. It made her think, though. Her one and only goal had been figuring out how to defeat the Nightstalker and take the throne of Andahar. End the war and ensure those she loved were safe. But what would happen if she actually succeeded? Her ignorance about anything related to Andahar was staggering, yet she planned to become its queen? It was a sobering thought.
Some of her building impatience spilled over, prompting her to ask Miell a direct question. “Why hasn’t anyone picked on me yet? I’ve got nice clothes, good boots. I don’t look like I’d be hard to kill, and I have no allies or friends.”
“Oh, they’ve been watching you.” He smiled. “You’re an oddity, and they’re trying to place you, that’s why nobody has moved. But once they realise you’re Dunidae, you’ll be a target. It won’t be long now.”
Arya glanced over at the fight, where the prisoner who’d gotten his opponent on the ground was beating the man’s face to a pulp with his fists. She turned back to Miell, who’d turned slightly green. “That means you haven’t told anyone I’m a foreigner.” She held his gaze. “I’m thinking we’re already allies, Miell.”
“The minute they mark you, Dunidae, you won’t see me again.” Miell brushed off his tattered pants, then gave her that once over again. The one Arya had experienced many times in her life. The look that told her a lot about Miell without him even realising it. The look of a prideful noble to someone he considered a servant, beneath him, not worth the dirt on his shoes.
She watched him walk away, then turned to look at the now dead prisoner lying covered in blood in the mud. Her fingers curled into fists. Three days already felt too long, and staying out of notice wasn’t achieving anything. Despite the danger, she was going to have to risk doing something. If her target was elsewhere, maybe coming to the notice of the prison population wasn’t the worst thing.
Let them come.

      ***The next day brought torrential rain, so the guards sent them back to their cellblocks after breakfast. Given the callous lack of care regarding prisoner welfare displayed so far, Arya was astonished they didn’t just send everyone out in the rain. The cell doors were left open so prisoners could move around and talk to each other as long as they didn’t try and leave the block, so Arya set about learning its layout. The sooner she had a plan for escape, the better.
Her exploration took a depressingly short amount of time.
There were twenty cells in total, ten on each side of the row. Miell was in the cell two down from hers, spread out on his shelf, eyes half closed. She leaned against the bars, arms crossed. “How many cellblocks and yards are there in the prison?” she asked.
His eyes slid open, gave a bored eyeroll, then slid closed again. “Don’t know. Don’t care. This big chunk of rock sticking out from the ravine wall is basically a rabbit warren.”
“So, nobody knows how many prisoners are in Blackstone?”
Another shrug, followed by a theatrical yawn.
“And it’s the same routine every day? Prisoners are marched out of their cells into the yard, then back through the food line, then into their cells until the following morning. Nothing changes?”
“It hasn’t changed once during my entire time here,” he confirmed.
“And how long is that?”
One eye opened. “You keep asking me questions, some other prisoner is going to overhear and tell the guards we’re getting cosy. Then they’ll be paying more attention to both of us. Go away.”
“All right, then just tell me one thing. When do you get out?”
He laughed a dark, bitter, laugh. “There are no sentences in Blackstone. You get out when the powers that be decide you can. Usually it’s never,” Miell said, then turned towards the wall, presenting his back to her.
Arya couldn’t imagine being trapped inside these stone walls for another month, let alone a year, and once again she had to fight back the panic that threatened to overwhelm her. Biting her lip, she pushed off the bars and wondered back to her cell, looking discreetly at the other prisoners from her block. Miell had implied some might report anything suspicious to the guards.
Something to keep in mind.

      ***Arya went straight to her spot the following day, leaning over the precipitous drop to spot the causeway, but again the fog was too thick. She turned to study the buildings lining two sides of the yard. If she was going to escape, she’d need to make her way through the prison before even reaching the causeway, which meant she needed to understand its layout better. She moved into an idle walk, taking a closer look, circling the edges of the yard.
She peered over the southern edge, but only fog lay below. After ensuring no one was watching, she moved along the western edge, dark stone looming above. She had barely made it a quarter of the way when she heard scuffling, followed by a sharp cry of pain.
She continued more cautiously until she came to a break in the wall where steps led inside. They were narrower than the ones she traversed every morning. It was the only other exit from the yard she’d identified. No guards were stationed here today. From the shadows inside, she heard murmured voices, a thud, and another gasp of pain.
Arya leaned against the wall, affecting a casual pose, making sure nobody was paying any attention to her. She’d been wanting to explore this exit from the yard, and the absence of guards was the opportunity she’d been waiting for, but they were absent for a reason—likely something to do with whatever was going on inside.
But then another cry came. And she recognised Miell’s voice.
That settled it. Running into other prisoners was a lesser risk than being caught by the guards and sent back to isolation. If she was going to achieve her goal, she needed to start taking more risks. After another sweep of the yard to make sure nobody was looking her way, Arya slipped around the corner and headed down the steps. She moved slowly, her eyes squinting, adjusting to the dim light.
A corridor at the bottom came into view, as dim as the stairwell. She was almost to the bottom when she could make out Miell pinned against the wall opposite the steps by a tall, broad-shouldered prisoner with hair shaved so short he was almost bald.
“What’s going on?” she asked, pausing where she was. Best to give herself an escape route until she had a better read on the situation.
Both turned toward her, squinting in the gloom. The moment Miell recognised her, his expression darkened with fury. “Arya, leave us alone. This is nothing.”
“It doesn’t look like nothing to me.”
A dangerous look rippled over the other man’s face. He gestured with his free hand, and another prisoner appeared from the shadows. Arya swore, glad she’d kept some distance—she hadn’t seen the second one. He was also tall and muscular, his face hard and made more intimidating by the thick scar slashing from his forehead across the edge of his left eye. He wore his hair shaved too, the intricate tattoo decorating his neck in midnight blue ink stark against his fair skin.
“Arya, leave!” Miell gasped, his face turning red. “Naster is one of the Spider’s lieutenants. This is not your business.”
Arya glimpsed the edges of an inky tattoo, exquisitely done, above his collar just enough to make out the legs of a spider.
Her gaze whipped to Miell, eyes narrowing. “The Spider? Who’s that?”
“You don’t want to know,” Miell managed. His golden eyes flashed with anger even though he could barely breathe. He hated that she was seeing this. “Get out of here!”
Arya glanced over her shoulder up the steps, making sure the exit was still clear. She could walk away now, likely with no repercussions. But instinct had roused when Miell had mentioned the Spider … an instinct that learning more about whoever that was would lead her to what she needed. What she’d come to Blackstone for. “I do want to know, actually.”
The second prisoner growled low in his throat. “The finelin is right. Unless you have a death wish, you won’t speak, hear, or think of the Spider, little woman.”
Triumph flared. That was even more interesting. Again, she considered leaving, taking this little snippet of knowledge and figuring out how to learn more about the Spider.
But she’d decided Miell would be her ally. And one didn’t turn their backs on their allies, even if they were supercilious, indolent brats who didn’t even want your help. Arya turned back to the men. Shrugged. And said, “I’ll leave when Miell can leave with me.”
Naster moved to the base of the steps. He had beady little eyes, his expression growing angry. The other man watched carefully, still holding Miell against the wall. “Leave us to our business, newbie, before I get interested in you. This is your last chance.”
Arya had met bullies before, had quelled her share of them as Raider general, and this man didn’t scare her any more than they had. “As I said, I’m more than happy to leave. With Miell.”
“Arya.” Miell grunted again, then cried out as the man holding him backhanded him across the face. He slumped, dazed, blood trickling from his lip.
Naster’s teeth showed. An angry flush was rising to his cheeks. “Either you walk away now, or you and I sort this out in the yard.”
Raven’s balls.
Arya hesitated. The yard meant a fight to the death. She wasn’t scared of fighting Naster, but a fight like that would bring a lot of attention on her. And she still had no allies to warn others off challenging her next. Naster caught the hesitation and smirked at what he assumed was fear. “That’s what I thought. Get along, newbie. I’ll be generous and forget this ever happened.”
The amused condescension in his voice sparked Arya’s pride and temper. She straightened her shoulders, crossed her arms over her chest. “How about I be generous and assume you’re just hard of hearing. I told you—I’m not going anywhere without Miell.”
Surprise flickered on Naster’s meaty face, followed by bared teeth. “The yard it is.” He turned to the man holding Miell. “Let the finelin down and spread the word through the yard. Tell them I’m going to teach another newbie a lesson.”
He nodded and let Miell drop unceremoniously to the ground, dazed and choking, then moved up the stairs, glancing at Arya as he passed her, but saying nothing. Naster stepped closer to her. He was a massive physical presence, but she stood her ground. “Be in the yard in ten minutes, or we’ll come hunting for you. The finelin stays with you until then. When you lose, we’ll take him back.”
“I’ll be there,” she promised. “And when I win, his business with you is done.”
Naster didn’t reply, merely started up the steps, making a point of shouldering past her as he did. She let him without retaliation, then headed to where Miell was staggering to his feet.
She went to help him, but he pushed her away, fury flashing again in his golden eyes. “What were you thinking? I told you to leave.”
Annoyed by his tone, she stood back and let him help himself up. “I’m trying to help you. Who is this Spider, and how are those guys linked to him?”“The Spider rules the prisoners. Naster is his lieutenant—his pet killer. He’s never lost a yard fight.”
Again, the image of the tattoo she’d once glimpsed on Ranier’s neck flashed through her mind, sparking her instincts. A smile curled at her mouth as she put that together with what Miell had just said. “I’m guessing this Spider is a person, not a large talking animal. Why didn’t you tell me about him?”
Miell spat blood and didn’t respond.
She tried again. “Why were they menacing you?”“I’m a horselord and Naster and his goons are marshfolk.” His jaw was tight as he regarded her, superior and angry. “Like I said, not your business. Now you’ve made it so that we’re both going to die.”
Arya took a step closer. “I don’t like bullies, Miell. I don’t care what the rules are, I’ll never back down to men like that.” 
He studied her, as if thinking she might be joking, but when he realised she was serious, he let out a contempt-filled laugh. “You are a fool riverfolk. There are no fancy ideals of honour and whatever garbage in Blackstone. There’s only survival.”
Arya couldn’t help but grin. “Maybe so, but this fool riverfolk is now your ally, whether you like it or not. Now, we’d best hurry or we’ll be late for our appointment with Naster.”
He turned red. “I told you. This was my business. I don’t want or need a riverfolk ally. I am—” He cut himself off.
“You’re what, Miell? Better than the rest of us because you’re a horselord?” She shrugged. “If that’s the case, how about you go and fight Naster yourself?”
He glowered, jaw tight.
“That’s what I thought.” She started up the steps. “Come on. We’ve got a fight to go and win.”

      ***When Arya reached the top of the steps, most of the prisoners in the yard were already gathering in a circle in the centre. The guards atop the wall watched with interest. Two of them exchanged money.
It was late in the afternoon, almost dinner time, and dark clouds approached from the south, dimming any light that had made it through the thick fog. Rain started falling as Arya was halfway across the yard, Miell trailing behind her. She wondered if the guards would stop the fight at the dinner bell, or whether they’d be allowed to finish.
As she walked, she thought about the best way to play this. Try to win decisively enough to guarantee her safety until she found allies, or defeat Naster without fanfare and hope any interest she roused amongst prisoners or guards would die away quickly? The first was a gamble that would deliver the opposite of what she wanted if she failed.
Her boots sank into the muddy ground, her trained soldier’s gaze taking everything in. The prisoners parted for her, allowing her into the circle where Naster waited. She could feel their excitement and bloodlust electrifying the damp air. A scan of faces revealed no humanity, only fierce anticipation. A shiver ran down the back of her neck.
She glanced back at Miell. At his youthful face and gangly frame. And wondered how he’d lasted a year in prison full of starving wolves. Maybe it had something to do with why this Spider’s men were roughing him up. What had they called him? Finelin.
The circle of prisoners closed behind Arya. As they did, memories flooded her of that morning in the Heathrock drill yard, when she’d been barely seventeen years old and challenged by Arken, the man who thought she’d taken his place as General Desomer’s apprentice. She’d won then, with nothing but pride and determination and a ruthless streak fed by her Stormrider temper.
Arya came to a stop opposite Naster. The rain was a curtain between them, soaking her hair and clothes, turning the ground to muddy pools. Naster stood bare-chested, cracking his knuckles. When she stopped, he raised his hand in the air and the spectators fell silent. His voice was loud and mocking when he spoke. “You should have known better than to mess with me. I don’t know who you are, but I’m going to kill you today.”
Savage gazes watched and waited for her response, all focused on her. A perfect stage.
In that moment, Arya’s mind made one of those intuitive leaps it liked to make—reckless and brilliant and just as likely to fail as to succeed. If what she’d come here looking for wasn’t in her cellblock or yard, where she could get to it, maybe she could make it come to her. Another smile tugged at Arya’s mouth.
She slowly rolled back the left sleeve of her tunic, tucking it above her elbow. Muttering spread through the crowd at her deliberate movements. Naster shifted with impatience as she started on her right sleeve, rolling it up past her elbow and revealing the jagged lightning scar on her inner forearm.
Arya made sure Naster saw it before she spoke, using the parade ground bellow she’d perfected as general of Ravenstrike. “I am Arya Stormrider, Sky Lord and heir to the throne of Andahar. And you are very welcome to try and kill me, Naster.”
The anticipation, the muttering, the shifting of feet … it all died.
For the briefest of moments, a weighty hush fell over that yard in Blackstone prison.
Even in the dim light and falling rain Arya caught the looks of shock and astonishment—even some fear—flashing on the faces of those in the crowd. And then the moment broke, and the hubbub roared back to life, stronger and louder than it had ever been. Naster’s beady eyes narrowed. He raised a hand and silence fell.
“This is Blackstone prison,” he spat in contempt of her claim. “Even if what you say is true, you have no Sky Lord magic here.”
“No,” she agreed, relaxing her shoulders and lowering her stance, allowing a challenging grin to spread over her face. “But I don’t need magic to take you down.”
Naster came at her swinging. The moment he moved, a roar erupted. A haunting mix of howls and screams from the watching prisoners eddied around them with the breeze. Arya’s senses drank it in like a fine wine. Her teeth bared with fierce anticipation.
Arya ducked under the first blow, stepping aside so that Naster’s momentum carried him past her. Judging the right moment, she lashed out with an elbow, slamming it into the side of his head. She quickly circled away, shaking the sting from her elbow. Naster swore, stumbling, but then blinked and shook off her hit as if it were nothing.
He came at her again, two quick blows, putting more strength behind his fists. Arya sidestepped both, shifted around as he passed, and drove her foot into the side of his left knee. It buckled under him, and he fell to the mud with a grunt of pain. As she’d expected, Naster relied almost entirely on the power and strength of his body in a fight. Which was a perfectly good approach, if he could land a hit.
The crowd roared again, but it was more muted. Two straight unanswered blows from the newbie were not what they’d expected. Arya took in a deep breath, tasting the rain on her tongue, allowing the crowd’s animalistic energy to feed her temper and her razor focus on the man trying to kill her. He was back on his feet quickly, though with a noticeable limp. His pain threshold was impressive.
Arya circled him, waiting for the next attack. Rain soaked her hair and ran in rivulets down her face. It was her speed and agility that would win this. She wouldn’t be baited into engaging in a way that gave him the advantage. Naster reached into his pocket and drew a metal blade. He was a fearsome sight, blood from her blow running in rivulets down his face, neck tattoo startling against his pale skin.
“Good to know that marshfolk don’t fight fair,” she commented.
“There is no such thing as fair in Blackstone,” he snarled. “If you’d bothered to keep your head down, you would have learned that eventually.”
Arya glanced at the knife, back to Naster’s face. “Bring it on.”
He came at her more slowly, adjusting to her fighting style, wary of her speed. Some of the prisoners shouted at him to make an end of her. Others were now pulling for her, cheering every time she dodged a blow. Others taunted Naster for not having put her down already. Arya loved every second of it. Every shout and cheer and whistle fuelled her.
She avoided the first few slashes of Naster’s knife with relative ease, one hand lifting to push rain-soaked hair back from her eyes. He was a canny fighter, not about to underestimate her again. His limp slowed him, though, impacting his lateral movement.
Find the little things, Laskin had always taught her. And turn them to your advantage.
The next time Naster came at her, Arya let him get close enough to score a hit—a shallow slice down her arm. She let a wince cross her face and cradled the arm, as if the injury were worse than what it was. A flash of triumph speared through her as she saw him fall for it, the gleam of confidence returned to his eyes.
With his next move, he dropped caution and went for the killing blow. When it came, Arya moved as ruthlessly as Laskin had once taught her, every movement driven by utter clarity of purpose. Naster thrust the knife, arm almost fully extended as he aimed for her heart. But Arya was already moving, reading his attack perfectly. She stepped to his left side and grabbed his wrist. He tried to move sideways to adjust, but his left knee buckled and locked.
She brought his elbow down hard over her knee, snapping the bone with an audible crack. Ignoring his cry of agony, she caught the falling knife, shifted her stance, then drove it into his throat. His eyes widened in shock, and then he fell, breath gurgling. By the time his body hit the mud, he was already dead, his blood spilling freely into the mud.
The raucous crowd went completely, utterly, quiet.
Flushed with adrenaline and victory, Arya reached down to yank the blade from his neck, and then turned to the crowd, water and blood spraying as she spread her arms wide. “I am Arya Stormrider,” she screamed. “Who else wants a piece of me? I will take every one of you down if I have to! COME AT ME!”
The silence lasted a moment longer, and then they were cheering, screaming, stamping in the mud. And then some of them began chanting her name, a steady beat that resounded through the yard. The wall of noise lifted into the night, billowed by a breeze sweeping in from the west.
She glanced up at the wall, saw the guards clustered together, watching carefully. A prickle of apprehension went through her, and she lowered her gaze, dropped her arms, tucked the knife into her boot. Her gaze searched out Miell in the crowd.
His expression was one of shocked realisation.
“I think you actually do want me as an ally,” she told him, then passed him the bloody knife and pushed her way out of the crowd, leaving them still chanting her name behind her.






  
  Chapter 4


Arya awoke with a start the next morning at the squealing of the cells opening. Despite her victory in the yard, her sleep had been tortured, filled with nightmares of the Nightstalker’s face hovering over her as he beat her within an inch of her life, before segueing into the helpless horror of watching Taze die. 
She rolled to a sitting position on the stone bench, breathing hard, sweat slicking her skin despite the cold air in her cell. When she opened her hands, she half-expected to see Taze’s blood all over them. Instead, pain flared in her right hand; the knuckles were dark purple and swollen with bruising, and several cuts in the skin bled. Blood had dried around the wound on her forearm where Naster had scored her with his knife, a narrow line above her lightning scar.
“That looks painful.”
Arya looked up, terror shivering through her body. Dreaming of the Nightstalker, what he’d done to her, had left her on edge, body bracing for more trauma. Four prisoners crowded the entry to her cell. All had shaved heads, and an intricate tattoo inked in midnight blue decorating the left side of their necks. Just like Naster. Arya had never seen anything like it before. Judging from the way they held themselves, they weren’t here to attack … yet … but they definitely wanted something. She forced herself to take a steadying breath to control the panic so that she could speak calmly. “Who are you?”
“The Spider wants to see you.” The same man spoke. His tattoo was more intricate, and larger, than Naster’s had been, but was less visible against the dark brown of his skin.
Interest flickered, hope serving to help calm her further. She stayed where she was, kept her expression neutral. “About what?”
“It’s not a request.” He stepped into her cell, gaze flicking around its interior in a way that told her he was a man who’d always needed to look out for unexpected danger. “You won’t do so well against the four of us as you did against Naster, I promise you that.”
Arya came slowly to her feet, making sure to seem reluctant. She didn’t want them knowing this approach was exactly what she’d been hoping for in defeating Naster so theatrically. “And if I go with you, what happens about breakfast? I don’t care who you are or who the Spider is, I’m not incurring the wrath of the guards. Isolation wasn’t fun.”
“You let us worry about the guards. You won’t get into trouble.”
Her reluctance wasn’t entirely feigned this time. Her plans would be in ruins if she got put back in isolation. “Lead on, then.”
He gestured for the prisoners with him to begin walking. “Follow them.”
She did, trying to keep a wary distance as she passed him to exit her cell. He came after, taking up a position behind her. She didn’t like leaving her back vulnerable to such a man, but there wasn’t much she could do about it. Arya walked lightly, her body ready to move in an instant if needed. And as she walked, she tried flexing the fingers of her right hand, hoping she’d be able to use it if there was another fight. It hurt like blazes, but she still had full range of movement, which was a good sign.
The other prisoners in her cellblock glanced at Arya in interest as she passed, but all looked away just as quickly when they saw the prisoners with her, clearly afraid. Once they reached the top of the narrow stairwell, Arya was led past the prisoners shuffling towards breakfast. The men in front of her turned into a stairwell leading off the main corridor and up to a higher level. Eventually they arrived at a cellblock identical to hers, except that there was a door at its opposite end rather than a blank wall.
A prisoner stood outside the door, holding a guard position, a knife sheathed at her waist. She opened it as soon as she saw them coming. Those ahead of Arya stayed outside, while the man behind followed her in. The door was closed firmly behind them. The instinct to reach for her magic was powerful, and she had to fight the fear that flooded her when it didn’t come. Being in such a state of constant wariness, on hair-trigger to respond, was taking its toll on her. Focus was growing increasingly harder, but she fought for it anyway.
Arya’s eyes took a few moments to adjust to the dimness of the room, a space much larger than any cell she’d seen so far. A fire flickering in a hearth was the only source of light—there were no windows. An impressive map covered almost the entirety of the wall to her right.
But her gaze went immediately to the man sitting on a comfortable chair by the fire. His grey hair was cropped short, his body lean, his dark eyes sharp. Lines around his mouth and under his eyes suggested he was in his early sixties, maybe older. It wasn’t his appearance that first struck Arya though, it was the distinct air of command and control that surrounded him. Just like…
Triumph flared. Followed by shuddering relief.
She let herself take a deep breath, one that shook off the residue of fear. Her rapidly revised plan had worked after all. And even quicker than she’d imagined. No expression crossed that ice-cold face as the man spoke with a voice that sounded like he hadn’t drunk water for days. “Roll up your right sleeve.”
She did as he bade without comment. The Spider’s gaze went straight to her lightning scar, eyes narrowing. “Well, well, if it isn’t one of the Stormriders, risen from the ashes.” His even tone didn’t betray what he thought of this. “I didn’t believe them when they told me, but looking at you now … well, you’re the spitting image of your father.”
That rocked her unexpectedly. She’d never known her father, or her mother, but to hear that she looked like him … Arya refocused. Remembered her goal.
And went for the throat.
“I wouldn’t quite say you’re the spitting image of your brother, but those eyes…” She whistled. “Not to mention the tattoos you’re hiding under those long sleeves and that high collar. I’m very pleased to meet you, Remien Inkweaver.”
A cold silence filled the room, broken only by the popping of the fire. Arya was surprised the flames didn’t freeze over. The prisoner who’d brought her went still, as if readying to fight or flee. She shifted slightly, increasing the distance between them.
The Spider spoke. “How exactly did you come to be in Blackstone, Stormrider?”
“I came for you.” Arya held his gaze. This was no time for beating around the bush. She had Remien at a momentary disadvantage, so she abandoned stealth and went for directness instead. She doubted she’d gain an advantage over this man easily again. “I need to know everything that House Inkweaver does if I’m going to kill Lucius Nightstalker and take my throne back.”
The prisoner beside her huffed out an incredulous breath.
Remien blinked. His left hand, resting on the arm of the chair, lifted fractionally
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