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  Chapter 1


The maddened roar of an ice bear echoed across the snowy plain. 
Six warriors circled the bear in a blur of constant motion, a short sword in each hand, long snowy braids tied back so they wouldn’t get in the way. Sensing it was becoming penned in, their prey reared on its hind legs to trumpet its fury and affront. The warriors looked the size of ants in comparison.
Arya Ravenstrike held her position equidistant between the warriors at her left and right, breath frosting in the icy air, feet moving as if in a dance. Hunting an ice bear was a team effort, all warriors in the team operating as if tied to a single piece of string. Attempting it any other way was a death sentence.
The bear crashed back to all fours, and the ground shuddered with the impact. Lowering its head, it ripped out a snarl and lunged at the warrior directly in front of it. Despite its size, the bear moved dangerously fast, its massive jaw opened wide to reveal long yellowed incisors. In the second before those fangs found their target, a flurry of snow spun off the ground and into its face, blinding it. It yowled, shaking its head, and the warrior danced in and slashed his blade deep along the bear’s neck before spinning away again.
The bear screamed. Bright red blood dripped to the snow. The wound wasn’t deep enough to kill—thick fur had stopped the blade cutting too deep—but enough to injure.
The warriors kept moving, light on their feet, keeping their quarry contained. Growing frustrated, the bear swung and charged the warrior to Arya’s left. He swung his blades, slicing inches from the creature’s nose, but it was undeterred, the pain making it frenzied. Lowering its head, it kept coming.
The warrior shouted, and an impressive cloud of ice and snow swept into a whirlwind around the bear’s head. It growled in frustration and lifted a paw to try and bat away the stinging pieces of ice. Red streaks of blood stained the snow from its bleeding wound, spattering every time it shook its head.
The distraction allowed another warrior to close in, swinging both blades. Her first strike missed, but the second slashed across the white fur of its nose. The bear squealed in agony, but in its maddened state, it continued to close rapidly on the warrior closest to Arya, the focus of its rage. Arya readied to intervene, knowing her fellow warrior could never outrun an ice bear, even an injured one. She couldn’t summon ice and snow like her companions, but she could—
Instead of retreating, though, the warrior planted his feet before the onrushing bear. Unafraid. Ice and snow whirled, but it was no longer having any effect. His blades looked pitifully inadequate compared to the size of the beast coming at him.
The bear swiped viciously with claws the size of knives. The warrior ducked and lashed out with his sword. Blood sprayed from the bear’s right paw, but the pain only increased the bear’s frenzy. It roared, striking out again, and the man dodged, barely avoiding the blow. As he moved, he slipped on a patch of ice and fell.
Arya had already started running.
As she did, the other four warriors moved in concert, closing the gap she left, ceding her the assist to the warrior in trouble. The bear reared up as the man under it tried to roll away. Arya dashed in under his claws. Blue metal gleamed as she drove her cazaix sword deep into the bear’s heart before yanking it out. Blood sprayed, hissing in the cold air, and she managed to leap out of the way as the bear fell heavily to the snow, dead.
For a moment she stood there, catching her breath, marvelling at the size of the beast. Then, she shot a taunting grin in the warrior’s direction. “You’re getting slow in your old age, At’eir.”
He rose to his feet, quick and graceful. “And you have a death wish. You should have waited for the team to close in.”
“If I’d done that, you’d be dead. You weren’t getting up fast enough to beat an ice bear.” Still filled with the adrenaline of the fight, Arya shifted on her feet, eager for more.
The other four warriors gathered, all with a nod of acknowledgment for Arya’s kill. The youngest of them spoke, head bowing deferentially towards At’eir. “I’ll go and summon the others, Er’fin,” he said, using the Icefolk word for prince.
At’eir nodded. “Be swift, At’hur. We’ve strayed closer to Ce’Garn territory than I’d like, and I want to be gone before his patrolling warriors stumble across us. At’near, you and At’urn will patrol the area while we wait.”
They’d left the rest of the tribe’s hunting party back at their camp. It was the job of At’eir and his handpicked warriors to bring down the bear, but many more hands would be needed to skin and dismember the enormous creature and then transport the meat and fur back to the tribe’s village. Arya glanced up at the sky—if the clear weather held, they should have the job done by nightfall. Then they could set out at first light for the village. The meat and fat of the beast they’d just killed would provide enough food for At’eir’s tribe for a month. All in all, a successful hunting trip.
At’hur sprinted off. Icefolk warriors hunted on foot and could travel at a swift run for hours with ease. Their endurance and skill with their twin short swords were beyond anything Arya had seen in Dunidaen, and her Raiders had been very good. She understood why. Survival in the Icelands relied almost entirely upon two things; hunting enough food to keep everyone fed and having proper shelter from the severe weather. It was why most of them lived in close-knit tribes rather than large towns or cities—both food and shelter were scarce resources.
“You’re the one with the death wish if you think the five of us could fight off a Ce’Garn war party,” Arya spoke to At’eir. Although the prince spoke fluent Dunidae, Arya had learned Icefolk language over the past three years, and now communicated easily with him and his warriors in their own language.
Living in an environment with such scarcity of resources also meant competition between tribes was vicious. The queen of the Icefolk sat above the tribe leaders in much the same way the Dunidaen High Warlord sat above the State warlords, but the queen’s control over her tribe leaders was more tenuous than the High Warlord over his warlords.
“I am the son of the Icefolk queen. Even Ce’Garn would not dare to attack me outright,” At’eir said.
She conceded that. “It must be nice to have such security.”
“Is that a note of envy I hear?”
She laughed bitterly. “I’m no ruler, At’eir. Nor do I desire to be one.”
He gave her a look like he thought that was a lie, if only to herself, but all he said was, “No, you’d rather hide away from the world here in the Icelands.”
“I’m not hiding. You and your mother offered me safe haven,” she snapped. “It’s bad enough having the Etherean on my back without you nagging me too.”
“You will always be welcome among my people.” At’eir spoke with solemn formality, an odd diversion from his usual amiable mien. “We Icefolk have always been allies of House Stormrider; my grandfather swore fealty to yours. That doesn’t mean the Icelands is where you belong.”
“I am hunted by the Nightstalker and his nazal and I don’t have the means to protect myself against them,” Arya said wearily. This wasn’t the first time they’d had this discussion, and it exhausted her every time. “Not to mention the High Warlord’s bounty on my head. I have no choice but to hide where they cannot find me.”
He let it go there. He usually did. She was grateful for that, at least. “You will be returning to the Etherean citadel soon?”
She nodded. Full winter had almost arrived in the Icelands, and it got far too cold then, even for Arya, who’d grown up in northern Ravenstrike winters. “I’m going to freeze if I just stand here. I’ll do my own sweep of the area. Whistle if there’s trouble.”
At’eir nodded and Arya took off at a jog, glad to be moving again. Even in those few moments of standing still her body had begun to grow uncomfortably cold. By the time she and the other two warriors returned to the Icefolk prince, her roving gaze caught movement on the horizon. She pointed. “At’hur returns.”
They both spotted the blood spattering At’hur’s furs at the same moment, and ice and snow crunched under their boots as they shifted into a run. The other warriors closed in behind them, swords drawn. Arya was relieved to see At’hur didn’t seem hurt, just deathly pale and shaking as he stumbled to a stop before them.
“What happened?” At’eir demanded. “Where are the others?”
“Dead, Er’fin.” The young warrior swallowed. “All at the camp are dead.”
Arya looked at him in confusion. The forested territory where they’d made camp—along the Icelands’ southwestern border with Dunidaen—had its usual array of predators, but nothing an Icefolk hunting party couldn’t handle, even if they weren’t all elite warriors.
“Killed by what?” At’eir demanded.
“I don’t know, Er’fin. Blood was everywhere. And…” A shudder went through At’hur. “I couldn’t recognise some of them.”
At’eir’s jaw tightened, startling blue eyes turning ice cold. “We go at speed,” he snapped.
“Er’fin!” The response was resounding.
And they ran.

Arya trailed At’eir and his warriors as they moved swiftly across the hard-packed snow. The furs they wore helped them blend with their environment so well that if it weren’t for the footprints they were leaving in unbroken snow, she’d be in danger of losing them if she dropped too far behind.
Pushing hard, they reached the top of a ridge before plunging down the tree-covered slope on the other side. At the bottom, they leaped a frozen stream without breaking stride and emerged onto another snowy plain. Above them the sky was a faded blue, the weather clear and calm. That calm would only be temporary, though. Just like in the Diamondfang, bad weather could blow in at any time.
Directly ahead was the hazy outline of the forest where they’d left their camp. In tacit agreement, the warriors ahead of Arya drew their blades and increased their pace. The trees closed around them, cutting off much of the blinding white light of the plains. As soon as her eyes adjusted, Arya reverted to the scanning soldier’s gaze she’d perfected as a young Raider stationed at Icecliff Fort. They came upon the camp quickly.
Arya slid to a horrified halt, boots skidding in the ankle-deep snow, her eyes taking in the bodies of their hunting party, the blood-streaked snow, the wounds, the—
Her stomach lurched, and she was glad she hadn’t eaten in hours. They’d chosen a large clearing for the camp, big enough for twenty Icefolk and four large tents. There wasn’t a single spot of snow that wasn’t reddened.
She’d seen this before.
A presence curled in the back of her mind, one always with her, shivered into awareness. “Coming.”
“Arya?” At’eir was looking at her oddly. “What is it?”
“Wraiths.” She forced the words out. “Wraiths did this.”
Those icy eyes flashed. “The creatures from Andahar that invaded Ravenstrike nine years ago?”
Arya nodded as her stomach heaved again, and despite her best efforts she emptied what remained of her meagre breakfast onto the bloodied snow. Nauseas sweat slicked her skin and her hands had begun trembling. She took several deep breaths, blinking, trying to dispel the images, the memories, forcing their way into her mind. She wasn’t in the Ravenstrike townhouse. She was in the Icelands. With At’eir.
They were—
Shadow rippled in the trees nearby and Arya leaped to her feet, crying, “Beware ambush!”
At’eir and his warriors were good. Deadly good. And so, they were already in fighting position, twin blades lifted, ice and snow lifting in a protective flurry around them, when the wraiths launched themselves out of the trees surrounding the clearing. They swarmed en-masse, a hissing darkness of claws and insatiable hunger. Arya lifted her sword, eyes widening as she read how many there were. Enough to dim the light in the clearing to almost full night.
They were horribly outnumbered.
“Go for the eyes!” she bellowed. “That’s the only thing aside from fire that will kill them. Use your magic to keep them away from your faces so you can see well enough to go for the eyes.”
Before she’d finished speaking, she’d lost sight of the Icefolk warriors in a cloud of teeth-filled darkness. The high-pitched hissing tore through her ears, mixing with the grunts of battling Icefolk warriors and the screams of wraiths as they died.
Her long cazaix blade was too unwieldy for this.
Arya sheathed it and as she did, she found her anger, her hatred of the Nightstalker’s monsters, and reached for her magic. It came to her easily, and she brought her hands together as a focus for the electrifying power rising inside her. Sparking blue energy lit them up, and with a roar of her fury she pulled her palms apart and released the banked-up force.
Magic exploded around her, pulverising anything in its path for a metre-wide circle around her. The darkness lifted, the wraiths dying too quickly to even scream. But it wasn’t enough. One of At’eir’s warriors was down, another swaying on his feet, and there were still too many wraiths. Arya drew a breath, ready to draw upon her magic again, even though she’d already burned through most of her reserves.
A roar ripped apart the afternoon.
Arya’s head snapped up, energy flooding her, a vicious grin spreading across her face. The sound echoed again, challenging, angry. Even At’eir’s hardened warriors cowered. The trees surrounding the clearing shook. The wraiths hissed in fear.
A wyvern’s cry.
“Get back!” Arya shouted a warning. “Get clear, into the trees!”
Elendryl was a golden blur as he dropped out of the sky, landing in the centre of the clearing, wings outstretched, balancing easily on his two powerful legs. He reared over them all, taller than an ice bear, fearsome fangs displayed as he screamed another challenge, then his serpentine head swung around to tear into a pack of wraiths. Fangs ripped through red eyes and the creatures couldn’t get a purchase on his iron-hard scales. His barbed tail whipped back and forth, tearing through wraiths and their little red eyes. And the claws at the tips of his wings swiped and ripped relentlessly.
The wraiths’ dying screams made for an almost unbearable cacophony of noise.
Arya ran for At’eir, letting loose another surge of magic to clear the wraiths around him before dragging him backwards, to the trees at the edge of the clearing. “Stay!” she bellowed. Then, one by one, she went to each of At’eir’s warriors, helping them fight off any wraiths still clustering around them, before drawing them to safety as her wyvern tore the rest of them to shreds. She and At’near carried the fallen warrior between them to safety.
And then they were all dead.
Silence fell, the bloodied snow now coated with the greasy ash of dead wraiths. And in the middle of it all stood a golden wyvern, fury still vibrating from him, a snarl ripping from his throat.
“Remain still and quiet while he calms down.” Arya spoke loudly as she crossed to Elendryl.
His head lowered at her approach, and she pressed her palm against the scales along his nose. “Calm, my friend. All is well now.”
“Danger.” The thought was still hot with anger.
“There was. It is no more. I am safe now.”
He visibly settled at those words, and she pressed her forehead against his scales. Their bond settled around them, edged with the triumph and violence of battle, yet underpinned by affection and trust.
“Victory,” she murmured.






  
  Chapter 2



Several minutes later, once she was confident Elendryl had calmed enough not to snap at anything that moved, Arya stepped away with a final stroke of his neck. “You should return to your hunt. You’ll be hungry after all that fighting, and we’re safe here now.”
“Hungry.” He agreed, but added: “Close.”
Reassured by his promise to remain nearby, Arya turned to At’eir as the wyvern lifted out of the clearing, enjoying the looks on his warrior’s faces as they watched him. They’d seen Elendryl from a distance many times now, but they’d never had cause to fight together until the wraith ambush.
“I never thought to see it. Another true Sky Lord,” At’eir said in awe.
“I’m nothing close to it,” she said sharply. “Not yet anyway. And maybe never.”
He wisely left it at that and made a sharp gesture for his warriors. They spread out to check the fallen bodies of their hunting party, hoping for survivors. The one who’d fallen was back on his feet, limping from multiple gashes in his leg. The grim silence hanging over them deepened as it became clear there were no survivors. Arya stood, head bowed, as At’eir kneeled by each of his fallen tribe, gently closing their eyes before murmuring a few words, hand over heart.
When they were done, At’eir glanced at the sky before looking at Arya. “You’ve noticed the wind change?” he asked, and she shook her head. She hadn’t yet learned to notice the minute changes in weather that the Icefolk were able to. “A blizzard comes. We’ll need to shelter here for the night. There isn’t time to make it back to the village.”
She nodded. “Do we have time to burn your people?”
“Not if we are to get a shelter set up in time. It will be done after the storm passes.” His voice was heavy with sorrow. “We’ll recover whatever supplies we can and move somewhere close by.”

The small group worked hard against increasing winds to dig down into the snow at the base of a large tree, before laying a sheet of tarpaulin across the top. Arya cut sturdy branches that the Icefolk used to bolster the entrance, giving them a way out as the snow inevitably built up. By the time the blizzard arrived, they were packed tightly together in the makeshift snow cave. While the work had distracted them from their grief and shock, there was nothing else to dwell on once they were hunkered down with the wind shrieking and howling around them.
Ayra had lost Raider shield-mates before, knew the ache of grief they were feeling, and said nothing at the silent tears that tracked At’hur’s cheeks, At’near’s slumped shoulders and downcast gaze, or the way At’eir’s jaw was clenched so tightly it had to be painful. Others had glazed eyes, like they were still picturing seeing their fellow tribe members bloodied and torn in the snow. Her own mood was dark. She was familiar with most of At’eir’s tribe, and their grief was bringing back terrible memories.
“Er’fin, do you think the wraiths were sent by the Nightstalker?” At’hur mumbled, barely audible over the screaming of the wind. He sat hunched, hands clasped tightly as if to stop them shaking. “And how did they even get here?”
Terror flinched through Arya. She’d been trying not to think about that exact question. To be in the border region of the Icelands, the wraiths had to have come through Dunidaen. Specifically, through Ravenstrike State and into Falconcrest.
At’eir gave Arya a sympathetic glance. “The last message my mother received from High Warlord Crowtalon did not mention any troubles in Ravenstrike or Falconcrest. You know that, Arya. Just as you know that he made a formal agreement with her and the Khadini emperor at the last State Council to notify us immediately if Dunidaen did experience any trouble with the Nightstalker.”
Arya’s shoulders bowed as grief and guilt twisted so tightly inside her she struggled to take a full breath. It was a weight she still couldn’t carry.
The last State Council.
When Thiara Ravenstrike and her husband had been brutally murdered mere hours before winning the High Warlord vote. When Arya had murdered Mathas Crowtalon’s chief advisor in a fit of rage in full public view. When she’d barely escaped the Nightstalker and his nazal hunter with her life—forced to leave behind everything and everyone she loved. And then, after all that, finding out … her hands were shaking, breath choking, and she tore her thoughts away before they could go back down that well-trodden path of torturous grief and guilt.
At’near, sitting beside Arya, tried a joke, “How much did the High Warlord offer for Arya this time?”
All glances turned Arya’s way. She ignored them. Mathas Crowtalon, High Warlord of Dunidaen, had put a very hefty price on her head. If not for the Icefolk loyalty to her Sky Lord House—and their dislike of Mathas—she would not be safe here.
“A promise to negotiate trading concessions in the Winter Sea,” At’eir said.
Arya’s head shot up. “Mathas Crowtalon is willing to redraw the boundary lines to give you the exclusive fishing zone the Icefolk have been after for decades?”
“He’s willing to discuss it.” At’eir said. “If we capture you and ship you straight to him in Gateport.”
Arya wondered what Falconcrest State thought of that. They currently controlled the exclusive rights to fishing in the western half of the Winter Sea, an area the Icefolk thought belonged to them. It had been a friction point between the two countries for generations.
“Why does he want you so badly?” At’hur asked. Still pale, his question seemed to be an attempt to distract them all from heavier thoughts.
“He thinks it will keep Dunidaen safe from invasion if he hands me over to the Nightstalker,” she said.
As newly crowned High Warlord four years earlier, Mathas Crowtalon had made an agreement with the Nightstalker to hunt any potential Sky Lords inside Dunidaen’s borders. Arya Ravenstrike was the only named target so far—something she sought an update on every time the Icefolk queen received a missive from the High Warlord—which meant nobody had yet identified the other four. But the Nightstalker’s patience would not last.
Clawing fear followed the grief and guilt. Her family was still being hunted, and she wasn’t there to protect them. She couldn’t be there to protect them. Distance was the best way to keep them safe. And not just her Sky Lords and her Ravenstrike family, but her deepest, most terrifying secret, the thing that would undo her completely if the Nightstalker learned of it. The thing she’d been running from for three years.
Everything she did now. Every breath she took. It was about protecting that secret.
“Which brings us back to the wraiths,” At’eir said soberly. “There are only three months until the next State Council of warlords. Almost four years and Crowtalon has nothing to show for his promise to the Nightstalker.”
“You think the wraiths might be a scouting party for invasion?” At’near sounded sceptical. “Scouting for what? Beyond this forested region along the border, they’d have limited range and nowhere to hide out on the open plains.”
Arya shivered. She remembered when wraiths and shadowhounds had crossed the Diamondfang nine years ago, how she and her fellow Raiders fought them back. Not her Raiders anymore. Her teeth gritted with the force of grief and loss that rose up at that reminder.
Elendryl roused in the back of her mind, sensing her distress, but familiar enough with it by now that he settled after realising she wasn’t in danger. She took heart from his presence so close, well-fed and curled up under a layer of snow, his inner body heat all he needed to protect himself from the cold.
At’eir cast another glance in Arya’s direction. “My mother and I, and Elder Salyarin, knew the agreement Mathas Crowtalon made with Dunidaen at the last State Council would not hold forever. Maybe the Nightstalker is finally reaching the end of his patience.”
Arya chewed on that, not for the first time. Why hadn’t the Nightstalker made good on his threats? Was the fact he now had a firm ally in Dunidaen’s High Warlord holding him at bay? War was costly and dangerous … perhaps the Nightstalker felt he didn’t need to risk it while he had Mathas Crowtalon hunting Sky Lords on his behalf. That line of thinking was plausible, but it didn’t feel quite right. A powerful Sky Lord with an iron rule over his country was at a clear advantage in war with a largely magic-less population. And if he truly saw Arya and her Sky Lords as an existential threat, then the longer he left them alive, the stronger they grew, and the more of a threat to him they became. Her temple throbbed, thoughts circling endlessly without a solution.
“Whatever the reason for their presence, the wraith pack we faced today could destroy an entire village,” At’near said. “And we cannot rule out more nests of wraiths in the area.”
“Elendryl and I will fly over the border region as soon as the weather clears and make sure there are no other nests,” Arya offered, beyond glad for something to do. Some action to take. “If there are, we’ll clear them out.”
“Thank you, Arya, that would be of great help. We will travel to Cair Is’heim with speed to bring news of the attack to my mother.” At’eir spoke of the Icelands capital, the only permanent city in the country. “If the Nightstalker is planning invasion here, he’d be a fool to attempt it with the Icelands winter looming, but we need to be prepared for spring.”
Arya frowned. “Why come for the Icelands at all? Your magic combined with your elite fighters and harsh terrain mean it would not be easy to win, even on Xaphistryl’s back.”
“Not easy, but doable. Our ability to weave the snow and ice is nothing compared to the Sky Lord magic he wields, and our numbers are not large,” At’eir said. “I take your point though. There’s nothing for him to gain by taking the Icelands, except territory.”
“Inhospitable territory at that,” At’near agreed.
Arya’s head came up. “It would be an easier staging point for invasion of Dunidaen than trying to get his army over or under the Diamondfang mountains.” 
At’eir shook his head, long braids rustling. “He still has to get an army here. The north sea is frozen until spring, yet the ice isn’t thick enough to risk marching an army over. He’ll have to wait for the melt and send ships to attack our western coastline.”
“The wraiths could be scouting for that eventuality?” At’hur suggested. 
“Why wraiths? Why not trained scouts who can map territory?” At’near asked.
Silence fell. After a moment Arya spoke. “After Elendryl and I have searched the border for wraiths, we’ll head straight for the citadel. The Etherean should know about this too.”
The er’fin and his cousin shared a look, but it was At’eir who spoke. “We will be sad to see you go, but know you are welcome back next spring, Arya Ravenstrike.”
Arya wondered whether they’d be facing an invasion by then.

      ***The blizzard blew itself out in the early hours before dawn, and they emerged from their half-buried snow cavern to a landscape covered in white. Arya helped At’eir and his warriors as they trudged through deep snow to their old camp and spent hours digging out the bodies to be burned in the Icefolk way. They worked in silence, the warriors’ grief a heavy counterpoint to the fear and dread lurking in the pit of Arya’s stomach. By the time the pyre was lit, and smoke curled in the sky, she was desperate to be gone.
The er’fin approached Arya as she was buckling up her pack, half smiling at the sight of Elendryl snapping at the snow a short distance off. Her terrifying wyvern apparently liked the sensation of icy snow in his mouth.
At’eir told her, “At’near will go straight to our tribe’s village to carry the news of what has happened, while I will head directly to Cair Is’heim.”
“What of the ice bear?” Arya knew how critical the felled creature was to the survival of his tribe.
“At’near will lead a party to it after she has returned home. We can only hope the body is still there.” At’eir managed a smile. “I am sad to be parting from you again.”
Arya reached out with her left hand, palm facing outwards. He did the same, pressing his left palm against hers and they bowed their heads; the traditional Icefolk farewell. “Thank you once again for giving me safe haven, Er’fin.”
He straightened. “You are always welcome here. A pretender may sit the throne of Andahar now, but we Icefolk hold true to our oaths of allegiance. My mother would be disappointed if I did not do whatever I could to assist you and your House.”
“I hope the day comes when I can repay that allegiance.” Arya stepped backwards and slung her pack over her shoulders. “If Elendryl and I spot anything untoward on our patrol, I’ll find you.”
He smiled. “Then I hope not to see you again until spring. Safe travels, Arya.”
“And you, At’eir.”
Elendryl’s head came up as she crunched through deep snow towards him, and delighted anticipation shivered through them both. Ensuring her pack was firmly secured on her shoulders, Arya climbed onto Elendryl’s back, using his bent leg as a stepladder of sorts.
It took only a moment to settle into position at the base of his long neck, sinking into the only gap between the razor-sharp spines running down his back—as if it were tailor made for his rider—legs resting against his powerful shoulders. The direct contact connected them both to a sensation of rightness they could never achieve when apart.
With a final wave to the Icefolk, Arya braced herself as Elendryl took two lunging steps forward and launched himself into the sky. She watched in awe as ground dropped away beneath them. Icy wind burned her cheeks and whipped though her hair. The thrill of flying with Elendryl was something she’d never grown accustomed to.
Still, the momentary joy faded as quickly as it had come.
The events of the previous day had shattered the fragile peace that months with the Icefolk had given her.
The Nightstalker was making a move.
She could feel it in her bones.






  
  Chapter 3


For several hours Arya and Elendryl flew low over the forested treetops of the southwest Icelands border but saw no sign of wraiths. Arya was initially concerned they might miss a nest amidst the thickest forested areas, but Elendryl gave a vigorous body-length shake when she shared her worry with him. 
After adjusting to the sudden movement—their intimate bond meant she knew his every shift before he made it, making the chances of falling slim—she asked indignantly. “What was that for?”
“Smell,” he sent.
“You can smell them?”
Her doubt must have been obvious, because he sent a snippy. “Bad smell,” then stopped talking to her for a while. Not that the two of them talked as such. Elendryl didn’t communicate with words or sentences. It was a combination of sense and feeling and images, an instinctive language developed over four years together. While Arya often still spoke to Elendryl aloud, the fact they didn’t need to use words meant communication could be lightning-quick and made working or fighting together seamless.
As clever as he was, though, her wyvern wasn’t human. He was an aggressive predator with all the instincts of one, and Arya needed to be constantly aware of that when they were around others. If he thought she was in danger, nothing but her command would stop him destroying everything in his path to get to her. And his definition of her being in danger included someone breathing wrongly in her direction. Or her feeling a spike of pain when stubbing her toe.
Eventually, as the sun lowered towards the horizon, Arya was confident they’d searched every inch of border territory without crossing into Falconcrest State. “I think we’re clear.”
Elendryl sent back a confident assent before sending a questioning image of the Etherean citadel.
Arya sighed. “Yes.”
He circled upward until they reached a high altitude, then turned southwest towards the Diamondfang, home of the Etherean citadel. They travelled along the north-eastern coast of Dunidaen, using the coastline to navigate, though staying high enough in the sky that nobody below would see more than a dark speck if they happened to look upwards.
They flew until well after nightfall, and then Elendryl brought them down along an isolated section of the northern Falconcrest coast, only a few miles east of the Ravenstrike border. He hunted his own dinner—livestock if he could find it without being spotted, or less satisfying, wild rabbits or other warm-blooded creatures—while Arya chewed on supplies from her pack, and then they curled up together to sleep until dawn.
They were aloft again at first light, and after several hours, the hazy outline of the Diamondfang range came into sight. Thick cloud enveloped them as they weaved between looming mountainsides, but Elendryl was undeterred. The wyvern had learned his way unerringly around these peaks and valleys over the past years.
The higher they went, the thinner the air grew. Elendryl didn’t seem bothered by it, but Arya’s breathing became laboured, and light-headedness engulfed her. The first time they’d made this trip, she’d suffered from terrible altitude sickness for days. Each time she’d travelled since it had gotten easier, but it still took her a full day or two to adjust.
The Etherean home was not built for humans.
Arya reckoned it wasn’t long after midday when they broke through the cloud cover and the graceful spires of the Etherean citadel came into sight. Despite having seen the vista many times before, she still stared in awestruck fascination.
The home of the Etherean, a winged people, was so high that most of the time it sat above the clouds hugging the lower mountaintops. The citadel clung to two of the highest summits of the Diamondfang and spread out across the lower peaks encircling them. Sun gleamed off its graceful marble towers.
The southern face of the tallest mountain dwarfed Elendryl as he glided towards the yawning entry that was the formal entrance into the Etherean city. Several stories high, it was easily large enough to admit a wyvern.
He flew inside and landed with a jolt in an enormous cavern. Arya looked up as a group of three Etherean flying above called out a friendly greeting—though they smartly didn’t try to come any closer. She waved back, watching them as they swooped out into the sunlit skies. “The Dunidae have no idea what beauty lives so close to them,” she murmured.
Elendryl snorted in contempt.
Then she imagined what someone like Mathas Crowtalon might do to the Etherean if they came to his notice by stepping outside their borders, and she shuddered. He hated all magic-wielders with a passion, and he wasn’t the only Dunidae who felt that way.
Brushing off her grim thoughts, Arya dismounted and stroked Elendryl’s neck affectionately before bidding him go in search of good hunting and then rest. After returning her affection with a gentle nudge of his nose, Elendryl took off. The elder had told her that this citadel had once been a waypoint for Sky Lords travelling to and from Andahar, either to Dunidaen, Khadini, the Icelands, or other lands that lay beyond. The old, unused wyvern stables had been re-opened with enthusiasm on Arya and Elendryl’s arrival three years earlier. Once he gorged himself hunting today, her wyvern would return there and be treated like a king—from a safe distance.
Giving herself a shake, Arya began walking, boots echoing loudly in the cavernous space. It took several minutes just to reach the other side, where a wide set of stone steps led upwards into the city proper. Despite hard-won elite physical fitness from her months hunting with the Icefolk, the thin air meant Arya struggled climbing the endless stairwells—there for young Etherean whose wings weren’t strong enough to fly yet, those that were injured, and the elderly—toward her destination. Regularly she had to stop to catch her breath and let her light-headedness settle.
She struggled to the top of one stairwell only to be almost bowled over by a group of three winged children, no older than four or five, pelting madly after each other, laughing and shrieking. Her gaze tracked them, her thoughts far away, the joyful note of their laughter driving shards of glass into her chest.
Finding herself still staring long after they’d vanished from sight, Arya shook herself, turning and forcing herself to continue on. She eventually emerged into an open-aired corridor, this one holding a series of guest rooms, one of which was hers whenever she stayed.
Panting, heart galloping as if she’d sprinted all the way, Arya closed the door and immediately began stripping off her Icefolk furs and underlayers. It had been over a week since she’d had a chance to wash or change clothes, and she went straight to the small tub sitting in the corner of her room. On her first visit, she’d been astonished to learn that Etherean engineers had worked out a way to pipe water up from hot springs under the mountains—it was only lukewarm by the time it travelled all that way, but it was a damn sight better than washing in ice cold water.
She scrubbed her skin and hair, then after a quick dry-off rummaged in the closet for the comfortable breeches and shirt in warm wool that she usually wore in the citadel. As a final layer, she belted on a thick quilted robe and slid her feet into wool-lined short boots.
Time to go and see Salyarin.

      ***An icy breeze ruffled Arya’s drying hair as she crossed a narrow suspension bridge between two graceful towers. Several Etherean flying overhead waved or called down greetings, which Arya returned politely. The warrior that stood guard at the double-doored entry to the residence of Elder Salyarin, leader of the Etherean, gave her a nod of greeting. “Arya Ravenstrike, welcome back.”
She tried to mask her too-fast panting, but suspected she’d failed by the amused glint in his eye. “Thanks, Rithil. Is the elder in?”
“He is. Wait here, and I’ll let him know you’re seeking an audience.” Rithil’s bright scarlet wings rustled as he opened the door and ducked inside.
Arya wandered over to the floor-to-ceiling windows on the eastern side of the entry foyer, gaze drinking in the view. The elder’s tower was the highest structure in the citadel. Today, the low-lying cloud gave the citadel a mysterious air, offset by the bright sunshine above.
Behind her, the double doors creaked open, and instead of Rithil, the silver-haired elder himself emerged. It struck her then, as it had several times over the past years, how similar the Icefolk and Etherean were, even though the Icefolk had their own language and the Etherean shared a language with the Dunidae. Both races were tall, with striking white hair no matter their skin colour, and an ability to survive in the coldest of environments. Though the Etherean had wings, of course, and were shockingly thin by human standards—an adaptation to help their wings hold them aloft, she supposed. And both races had magic, though it differed in type.
Salyarin wore a silken green robe, and his powder-blue wings were folded neatly behind his back. In all the years she’d known him, he’d never looked a day older. She wondered about Etherean longevity but hadn’t wanted to appear rude by asking directly about it. “Arya Stormrider. Greetings.”
Immediately she was on the defensive. “I’ve asked you not to call me that. My name is Arya Ravenstrike. That name is all I have left of my family. It is who I am.”
“My apologies, Arya.” He sounded like he meant it. “You’ve returned earlier than I expected. Is all well in the Icelands?”
She took a deep breath, trying in vain to fill her lungs and dispel her frustration with him. Damned altitude. “Unfortunately, not. Yesterday a nest of wraiths near the Icelands-Dunidaen border ambushed our hunting party and killed most of them. Er’fin At’eir worries they might be a precursor to an Andahari invasion.”
Salyarin’s only visible reaction to this news was a rustling of his wings. “And what do you think it means?”
“I have questions, as does At’eir, not least of which is why only one pack of wraiths, and why were they lurking in the forest on the Icelands border?” Arya said. “But whatever the answers are, I wanted to warn you as soon as possible.”
Salyarin stepped up to the window beside her. “I appreciate the warning. But we both know that neither the Icelands nor this citadel will be the first target of an Andahari invasion.”
Tense silence settled between them.
“That may not be true,” Arya said eventually, outlining the discussion she’d had with the Icefolk about the Icelands being a better staging point for invasion of Dunidaen.
“Even if you are right, Dunidaen must be warned.”
“I hope you’re not suggesting I should warn them,” Arya said. “Mathas Crowtalon has put a bounty on my head, not to mention the nazal still hunting me. You’re the one who tells me I’m not ready to survive an encounter with one of those monsters yet.” And if that were true, she didn’t dare go near them, especially not the monster who’d killed Thiara Ravenstrike, who had the ability to get inside her head and see her thoughts. A shudder rippled through her—every time she thought of the nazal, she remembered that they’d once been Sky Lords. Now they were stronger. Darker. Incredibly dangerous.
“And it can’t be us, for similar reasons. The Etherean haven’t stepped foot outside the Diamondfang since the border closures decades ago, and I don’t intend to risk my people by doing so while Mathas Crowtalon rules Dunidaen. If the Nightstalker invades through Dunidaen, he will hit Ravenstrike first.” The elder spoke with a calm that rarely failed to stoke Arya’s temper. “You must warn Warlord Ravenstrike, at least.”
“Rorin won’t want to see me anymore than the High Warlord will. I was the reason his parents were murdered.” She spoke as evenly as she could, though it took too much of an effort, and she suspected Salyarin wasn’t fooled. “Perhaps Chiarn could go.”
After four years, none of Arya’s guilt had faded. Thiara Ravenstrike and her husband had died because of Arya, all her hopes and ambitions in ruins. Arya had ignored repeated warnings about the level of threat the nazal posed, thinking in her arrogance that she could keep everyone safe, and instead the creatures had murdered two people she loved. She was sure they must hate her for what she’d done.
“Chiarn cannot go, you know this. And even if he did, you are the only one who could gain an immediate audience with the Ravenstrike warlord. You are the only one he will listen to. Arya, it is your duty.”
“Elder—”
“Listen to me for once in your life!” He cut across her protests. “If Andahar invades, it could be swift and without warning, and with a powerful Sky Lord riding a wyvern at the head of its army. Dunidaen needs to be warned in time to gather its strength to face this threat.”
“And what of the nazal hunting me, waiting for me to step foot back in Dunidaen?”
“It has been almost four years. The nazal is not in Ravenstrike, Arya. Stop making excuses.” He was resolute. “Besides, you’re the one who keeps telling me that your only purpose in life now is destroying the nazal.”
“And I will,” Arya hissed. “I will avenge Thiara Ravenstrike’s death. But I won’t make the same mistakes again. I will not face them until I am strong enough to win without putting more people I love at risk.” Or risking the Nightstalker learning anything about what had happened after she’d fled Gateport that night. A shudder went through her at the very thought. But she couldn’t tell Salyarin that.
The elder sighed, as he usually did when faced with Arya’s rage and guilt. “I have taught you all I can about your Sky Lord magic. You cannot hide here or in the Icelands forever. And if Andahar invades Dunidaen without warning, the people you love will die first.”
Arya stared at him, Salyarin’s words cutting through all her denials.
The elder pushed his advantage. “Maybe you’re not strong enough to face a nazal yet, but this is your chance to get some measure of revenge. Forestall the invasion; thwart the Nightstalker’s plans.”
Her jaw tightened until her back teeth ached. “If I do as you say, then I need your help.”
He looked at her warily. “What kind of help?”
“Information. If the Nightstalker invades, either with wraiths and shadowhounds, or a human army, how will he do it? The Diamondfang is impassable for all but a small, lightly burdened force. The pass over the top can only be traversed in summer, and even the underground road forms a chokepoint if that’s the only way in or out.”
“The underground road was the main passage under the mountains for trade and travel between Dunidaen and Andahar, but it wasn’t the only one. The foundations of these mountains are riddled with tunnels—most branch off the underground road. Some were used by smugglers, others formed shortcuts to make the trip faster. The Nightstalker was alive when those travel routes were open. He knows of them.”
Arya’s gaze narrowed. “When I mentioned the Nightstalker using the Icelands as a staging point for invading Dunidaen, you looked highly doubtful. Why?”
“To stage from the Icelands, the Nightstalker would have to invade across the north sea after it melts in spring,” Salyarin said. “Andahar always had a formidable naval force, drawn primarily from the riverfolk. But they sided with House Stormrider during the Nightstalker’s war and were almost wiped out in the aftermath. The Nightstalker is a vengeful man. He has ships, and no doubt sailors to crew them, but not riverfolk. The Icefolk queen has a stronger navy. Andahar would struggle to land its army on the Icefolk coast, or Dunidaen’s.”
Arya snorted. “If we were talking of human navies, yes, but he and Xaphistryl alone could do untold damage to Dunidaen’s or the Icefolk’s ships. Unless…”
Salyarin gave her a questioning look.
“If Dunidae or Icefolk ships were crewed with Hawkesdale Longbows carrying cazaix-tipped arrows, and there were enough of them … we could shoot Xaphistryl out of the sky.”
“For that, Dunidaen and the Icelands would need an alliance with Khadini so they could source the cazaix needed,” Salyarin observed.
She let out a breath, thinking. Dunidaen hadn’t mapped the tunnels under the Diamondfang, and even if they had, the mountainous territory was dangerous, even to those trained to operate in its environs. The three Raider forts; Icecliff, SheerRock, and Windfall were the first and only line of defence. If an invading force captured the forts, they’d be able to march unimpeded into Ravenstrike State.
If the Nightstalker was confident of getting his army through the Diamondfang using the tunnels, then he would come that way. Breaking Ravenstrike’s forts would be a challenge, but an easier one than moving his army by sea and facing the full Icefolk army and navy.
It was the decision any good general would make. Desomer’s barking laugh echoed in the back of her mind. “You’re right, he’ll come through those tunnels,” Arya said eventually.
Salyarin was silent, letting her think.
Eventually Arya sighed. Since coming to the citadel three years earlier, she’d let Salyarin teach her what she needed to know about her magic so she could protect herself and stay hidden. Or at least, everything he could teach her. But she’d fled the citadel to the Icelands as often as she could. She’d ignored the rest of what Salyarin wanted from her. Not asked questions about her Andahari heritage beyond learning her magic.
She didn’t want to know. Because it didn’t matter. She wasn’t what Salyarin wanted her to be, what At’eir and his mother thought she could be. She never would. She’d made too many mistakes, and the Nightstalker had a strength and power she could never match, even if she tried.
But now … if Dunidaen was facing an invasion, then their generals needed to know more about the enemy they faced if they were going to win. So, she gritted her teeth and forced herself to ask, “Why did the Nightstalker murder the Stormrider House to steal the throne?”
Salyarin let out an amused huff. “That’s a story long in the telling. Do you want to try a simpler question?”
“I…” She corrected herself. “They need to understand the way his mind works. What makes him tick. That’s the best way to effectively counter a superior force. And you and I both know the Nightstalker riding Xaphistryl with shadowhounds and wraiths behind him, not to mention human soldiers, is a superior force.”
Salyarin fixed her with a look that said he could read right through her but obliged. “All right, but don’t forget I was a child when it happened. I learned what I know from my mother who was elder at the time and not present for these events. She learned of it all through reports, intelligence, diplomatic meetings.”
“Yes, I get it,” she said impatiently.
“Lucius Nightstalker was the youngest of your grandfather’s Sky Lord caidre—his predecessor was killed in a freak accident when your grandfather was a much older man. As is tradition, a wyvern was born shortly after. Her chosen rider was Lucius, a scion of House Nightstalker. He was only sixteen at the time.”
“How does it work, that magic? Where do the wyverns even come from?”
Salyarin lifted an eyebrow. “How is knowing that going to help your generals win a war?” He lifted his hands in surrender at the look on her face. “Those are secrets held close by the Andahari Houses. I doubt any beyond a select few of House Inkweaver know them.”
Arya pivoted. “Why did a sixteen-year-old Sky Lord turn on his king?”
“A Sky Lord caidre operates as a single unit. The shared bonds are key to both its survival and strength.” Salyarin paused when Arya lifted a hand unconsciously to her chest, uncharacteristic sympathy filling his gaze. “I’m sorry, I know how it must affect you. I wish there was another way.”
She looked away. Her cairdre. The threads she’d once felt, tying her to Chiarn, Essa, Darmanin, and Leanir. The first thing Salyarin had taught her when she’d arrived three years earlier was how to mute them.
Because they also linked her to the Nightstalker. It was how he’d been able to exert such control over her when she was close by. How his nazal—with their own twisted Sky Lord bonds—had been able to use that thread to sense when she used magic and track her. What they would be able to use, through her, to find the others in her cairdre. With those bonds muted, her cairdre was safe, and the nazal were unable to track her through her magic use. But it had meant shutting down awareness of Darmanin and Essa. She had no way to tell whether they were well, or hurt, or sick or…
Arya wrenched herself away from those thoughts and returned her gaze to the elder. “You’re saying the Nightstalker somehow undermined the unity of my grandfather’s caidre?”
“Not intentionally, at least not in the beginning. Lucius fell in love with one of his cairdre, Mariel Windspinner. There was a battle … Lucius put the rest of the caidre at risk when he left them in the midst of it to protect Mariel. Afterward, your grandfather forbade the union.”
“I can see how that would impact the unity of a magically bonded unit,” Arya said. It would affect any kind of military unit that relied on shared trust for survival.
“The Nightstalker and Windspinner obeyed their king’s command, but a year later, Mariel was dispatched on a mission with Deerin Daystormer. She was badly wounded and almost died. Lucius was furious. He hunted down the Daystormer and killed him for failing to protect her. When Mariel recovered and heard what he’d done, she renounced him. That proved the final straw. Lucius murdered Mariel in a rage, then turned on the other Sky Lords and finally your grandfather.”
“How?” As interesting as that story was, Arya needed to know the specifics. “You’ve told me the Stormrider ruler is the strongest of their Sky Lord caidre, and I know from experience we can use the cairdre bond to compel the others. I could see how Lucius might have defeated his fellow Sky Lords if he attacked them one on one, taking them unawares, but how was he able to kill his king?”
“Nobody knows. Just like nobody knows how he was able to obtain multiple Sky Lord magics.” Salyarin hesitated. “Mariel had a child before she died. A baby girl, Nyasa.”
Arya’s breath hissed out. She’d known Darmanin was from House Nightstalker, but it was more than that. He was the Nightstalker’s grandson.
“Mariel must have feared what would come, because she had the child before confronting Lucius and renouncing him,” Salyarin said. “If you are going back to Dunidaen, you must be careful of Darmanin.”
The grief Mariel must have felt at giving up her child rebounded through Arya like a slap, but she pushed those emotions aside with an effort, focusing on Darmanin instead. “You told me all those years ago that I had to protect him, not be careful of him.”
“It was important he be protected, just like all the other potential Sky Lords. Not just for his safety, but so that he didn’t grow up twisted like his grandfather.”
Arya looked away. It was an interesting tale, but she couldn’t see anything in it that would help them combat the Nightstalker. “I don’t know what you think I’m supposed to accomplish. All these years of you nagging and nagging me, and you’ve never ever addressed my fundamental question.”
“Arya, I—”
“I don’t have a cohesive and bonded cairdre, even if I wanted to try and re-take my grandfather’s throne. I have a mercenary assassin who would kill me if given half a chance, a singer who is afraid of everything, a woman who has no desire for war, and a Dunidae warlord who will never walk away from that position. None of us come close to matching the Nightstalker’s strength in magic, let alone his skill in wielding it, and it will be years before our wyverns are grown enough to challenge Xaphistryl.” She held his gaze. “So, tell me, Elder Salyarin, what is it that makes me capable of defeating the Nightstalker, when all others in my family failed?”
“And that, as always, has been the wrong question,” he said quietly.
“And the right question is?”
“What happens to the world—and all the people in it that you love—if you don’t?”






  
  Chapter 4


She had to go back to Dunidaen. 
It was the last thing she wanted. But she had no choice. Shoulders so heavy they were literally bowed, Arya returned to her quarters. She rounded the corner to the sound of music drifting on the icy air. The door to the room beside hers was open, the source of the music. Arya paused at the entry, unsurprised to see Chiarn lounging on a pile of cushions, one hand idly strumming a lute. Several Etherean were gathered, smoking and drinking, an air of conviviality filling the space.
“Arya!” Chiarn greeted her with a raised glass before downing its contents in one swallow. His cheeks were flushed. Eyes bright. So, he was drunk. Again. The musician had spent as much time as Arya under the Etherean’s tutelage during the past three years. Even drunk, his blue eyes danced with fire magic, and it was no longer possible to mistake him for anything other than a magic-wielder. “You’re back earlier than expected.”
She leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed. “I thought you’d be gone by now.”
Chiarn had been dreaming of his wyvern with increasing frequency for almost two years. Remembering how insistent Elendryl had been on coming to her, Arya often wondered how Chiarn had held his bonded wyvern off so long.
He rolled his eyes. “I’ll go when I go. And don’t look at me with that disapproving air. It’s not like there’s anything else to do here but drink.”
“Do you know where he is?”
He didn’t reply, mouth a tight line.
“If you leave it much longer, the danger to—”
“Leave it. You’re not the boss of me.” An edge to his voice now, a bitterness that was never far beneath the surface. “I’m not risking my neck searching for a wyvern, the mere existence of which is only going to put me in even more danger.”
Arya sighed. Part of her wished she’d never brought Chiarn here. He was safer, certainly, but it didn’t change his desire to stay as far away from magic and Sky Lords as it was possible to be. Or ignoring the existence of his wyvern. “Then why don’t you just ask him to come here? I’m astonished he hasn’t already insisted on it.”
He looked away. “He doesn’t know where I am. I won’t tell him. I don’t want him here.”
“Yes, you do,” Arya said softly. “You’re just refusing to admit it to yourself.”
Chiarn rolled his eyes, then leaned over to refill his glass and take a long, insolent swallow. The Etherean gathered in the room were growing uncomfortable, wings rustling as they tried not to make it obvious they were listening to this exchange.
Aware of that, and the fact she had no energy for this argument anyway, Arya shrugged and pushed off the door. “Suit yourself. I’m leaving tomorrow. Not sure when I’ll be back.”
“Where are you going?”
“Like you care.” She snorted and left.

      ***Arya barely slept that night, with what felt like every muscle in her body tight with anxiety. She gave up on sleep in the pre-dawn darkness, shoving off the covers and working through a series of stretches and strength exercises, pushing through the difficulty of exercising while barely able to suck in enough air until she was sweat-soaked and gasping.
After a wash, she dressed in a quilted long-sleeved tunic and matching breeches in a deep blue. Midnight-blue leather boots finished off her attire. The material was woven by the Etherean; lined in wool, it was lightweight and warm without being restrictive. She coiled her hair in a braid at the base of her neck, then buckled on a swordbelt. To this she attached her cazaix sword, these days sheathed in plain grey leather that matched her belt. Then, she stood before her mirror, trying to summon the resolve to take a single step outside the door.
Nobody in Dunidaen was going to welcome her.
There was now no mistaking that Arya was a magic-wielder. Three years of spending winters at the Etherean citadel learning her magic had seen to that. Her indigo eyes glimmered with banked magic in a way that no normal human’s did. Physical maturity—she’d reached her twenty-fifth year six months earlier—had sharpened her features. The hours of flying with Elendryl, of learning to shift her body on a hairsbreadth of warning, meant she moved with unusual grace; able to grow utterly still or flicker nto movement quicker than thought. There was something unmistakably other about her now.
She looked nothing like the Ravenstrike general she’d once been. The blood-red and black were no longer her colours to wear. Now she was apart from them, whether she liked it or not. And she didn’t like it. She didn’t want it. She just wanted to be a simple Raider at home in Heathrock.
But it wasn’t her home anymore. She had no home.
“Stop procrastinating,” she muttered, turning away from the mirror with an effort. Her whole life before that night in Gateport, she’d never once let fear rule her, yet these days it shadowed everything she did, making her feel heavy and slow, as if she were constantly walking through sand. She hated it, but didn’t know how to fix it. Didn’t think she could fix it, not after what she’d done.
Arya opened the door and walked through it, every step an effort of will.

      ***The commander of the Etherean army waited for Arya in the entry cavern. Elendryl was on his way, a golden presence pulsing in the back of her mind.
Cirilla’s lilac wings hung loosely at his side, and he smiled politely when she reached him. His mouth began forming the word ‘Lord’ until he remembered her frequent reminders not to call her that, and switched it to a simple, “Arya. Good morning.”
While Arya knew the names and faces of the guards that rotated through protecting the elder’s quarters, she’d deliberately keep her distance from the Etherean, spending most of her time at the citadel either with Salyarin learning or on her own. She wanted no more close bonds that could be torn from her in heartbreaking agony. She and Cirilla had spoken in passing, but something about him had always irritated her—a barely hidden condescension in the way he spoke to her. She got the sense he didn’t like her much. Or didn’t approve of her.
“Has Elder Salyarin given you the news I brought?” she asked. 
“Yes. He also said that you travel today to warn Dunidaen?”
“That’s right,” she said, then, made uneasy by the lack of concern in his voice or expression, she continued, “Commander, if the Nightstalker invades, this citadel technically stands between Andahar and Dunidaen. He may not wish to leave an enemy at his back.”
He offered another bland smile that made her itch. “I believe we are safe here. It would be more effort than it’s worth to march an army this high. The altitude sickness alone would kill many of them.”
“True enough. And your warriors can fly, which is an advantage in some situations. There aren’t many of you, though.” The Etherean army numbered no more than two thousand, a paltry force. “If the Nightstalker rode Xaphistryl up here you would be in trouble. It might be time to consider expanding your army, increasing your training, preparing to defend against a wyvern attack.”
“We are not a violent race, Arya,” Cirilla said, a pointed note in his voice. “We are healers. Our army is intended only for self-defence.”
Elendryl swooped through the great arched entry to land on the marble. “Ready?”
Arya turned back to Cirilla. “I don’t think the Nightstalker cares much about your noble ideals of self-defence, Commander. At least think on my suggestions. None of us know the Nightstalker’s intentions for certain.”
He bowed his head. “Good luck in Dunidaen.”

      ***Arya and Elendryl flew low through the peaks and slopes of the Diamondfang, weaving their way southeast to Heathrock. She’d thought long and hard during her sleepless night about whether to arrive on Elendryl’s back or leave him hidden and approach on foot. The sight of a wyvern would terrify the Dunidae, but Arya’s appearance was going to mark her as a magic-wielder anyway. Ultimately, she’d decided to return as who she truly was. There was no point hiding her identity any longer. And if the Nightstalker was coming for them, best the Dunidae start getting accustomed to the presence of a wyvern. Even so, her dread and anxiety grew with every mile travelled until Elendryl abruptly banked and began circling higher. “Go back?”
“No, keep going.”
“Scared.” He sounded confused. “Danger?”
“A little bit of danger, maybe. But we have to go.”
Reluctance came back in response. His instinct to protect her overrode everything. He wanted to take her someplace safe instead of continuing on.
“It’s all right,” she promised. “You and I are going to have to do a lot of scary things together. Let’s start getting used to it.”
“Together.” He sent the word with a warm combination of affection and determination.
She smiled, leaning forward to press her gloved palm against the shimmering golden scales of his neck. His whole body shivered in response, and he dived with purpose, seemingly taking her resolve to face scary things with abandon.
Soon after they flew through a gap between two lower peaks and found the dark canopy of the Wraith Forest laid out below. From there, Arya guided her wyvern out to the south of Heathrock castle, not wanting anyone in the city or on the main roads leading toward it to see a wyvern in the skies.
Too soon, they crested a lower peak and there was Heathrock castle, the seat of Ravenstrike, perched alongside a large frozen lake. Tears welled in her eyes and her chest closed over so fiercely she couldn’t draw a breath. “I’m okay, Elendryl. I’m okay,” she said hurriedly. “It’s just been a very long time since I was here.”
She received a little shiver of warmth in response.
And then Elendryl lifted his head and let loose his wyvern’s cry.
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Welcome to the
adventure

Where loyalty matters, magic runs deep,
and nobody stands alone.
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