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  Chapter 1


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.






  
  Chapter 2


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.”






  
  Chapter 3


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


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
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